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CHAPTER 1 – SUMMONED

R eality slowly coalesced into the painful throbbing of Elania’s temples. Each beat 
of her heart felt like someone was stabbing into her head with an icepick and she 

let out a groggy groan. Her thoughts stirred slowly as she tried to recall the night before. 
She’d pulled an all-nighter so she could ,nish a term paper for her history class.

Heat leached from her body uncomfortablyW and she pressed herself oC of the cold 
stone ?oor into a sitting position.

Iait.
vold stone ?oor1
She was not in her dorm room. 8t didn’t e!en look like she was on her uni!ersity 

grounds unless they had redecorated some basement into an A“th century dungeon. 
vandles cast soft ?ickering yellows throughout the chamberW but left swaths of shadow 
to ,ll her imagination with the worst possibilities.

She’d been kidnapped”
F coarse croak erupted from behind her. xShe’s awake.B
Elania pushed up oC the ?oor and onto her feet to whip around. Tour cloaked ,gures 

stood wearing dark purple robesW two near the only eqit to the chamber and the other two 
much closerW ?anking a large lectern that had a massi!e skull adorned book.

xSend for the zishop”B the second closest robed ,gure shouted.
jhe icy grip of panic sOuee9ed her heart. She glanced around for anything that might 

help her. Fs her eyes ad0usted to the darknessW she found that there was no sign of her 
clothesW or anything to use as a weapon. jhey’d chalked strange white symbols and lines 
around where they’d placed her in the middle of the room.
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zeing kidnapped and disrobed while unconscious was bad enoughW but she had no idea 
what a cult would want to do with her”

xIhat do you want with me1B she asked in a shaky !oice.
x‘istressW the zishop should be here soon. He will eqplain e!erythingWB the nearest 

robed ,gure eqplained.
jhat did nothing to help her calm down. She did not want to speak to any zishopW 

nor stay here any longer. jhe shadows seemed to disappearW and she con,rmed that there 
wasn’t anything waiting in the darkness to grab at herW but that also meant there was 
nothing she could grab to use as a weapon. She glanced at the three remaining ,gures 
between her and the eqit.

jhose weren’t good odds.
IorseW as her !ision in the dark impro!ed furtherW she reali9ed it wasn’t 0ust white chalk 

that marked the surrounding ?oor. jhe groo!ed symbols on the ground were ,lled with 
thin pools of blood. Xots of bloodW but no sign of a corpse.

‘aybe they’d used a chicken1 jhe white lines were marked with white chalkW right1 2r 
was itDground up bones1

F half step forward in panic caused a sudden dome of blue light to ?ash into eqistence 
like a cage. She slammed into it face ,rstW hard enough to send her reeling backwards to 
fall on her ass.

x‘istress”B jhe !oice was ,lled with panic. jhe man knelt down beside the circle and 
began to chant some in-eqplicable mantra that wasn’t in any language she had e!er heardW 
but her focus had been snatched by the blue boq that had appeared in front of her.

[A Demonic barrier is unbreakable with your current power.]
Her ,rst thought had been they’d put some kind of in!isible electric fence around herW 

but the screen hinted otherwise. She reached out and passed her hand through the screen. 
8t wasn’t anything physically present and reminded her of some kind of holographic 
pro0ection she’d seen on some sci-, shows.

jhere was a familiar N'’ in the top right cornerW and when she tried to press it the mes-
sage ?ickered then disappeared. 8t was replaced by a new screen in a portrait orientation 
with a slowly scrolling list.

[Status Update]
[You have arrived from another world!]
[You have been granted the perk, ‘Summoned from Another World!’]
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Elania felt her blood turn cold. She’d watched enough isekai animes to recogni9e the 
wording. HeckW her fa!orite guilty pleasure was staying up late and watching cheeky 24 
N"illainess’ romance shows. ‘ore than a few times she’d spent an entire night reading web 
comics from that genre.

2ne thing she was sure ofW she’d ne!er met jruck-sanW she would ha!e remembered” She 
should ha!e been safely tucked into her bed getting a few hours of sleep before turning in 
her term paper”

Ihy the heck was she here1
F giddy feeling ,lled herW and she started to giggle. jhe robed ,gure stopped chanting 

and looked up at herW gi!ing her a clear look at his pencil-shaped face. Ihy did he look 
more terri,ed than she felt1

xIake upW wake upW wake upWB Elania mumbled to herself. She pinched her forearm 
hard enough for it to be painful before lightly slapping her cheeks.

jhe man began to shakeW and that highlighted another issue. Ihy was she able to 
see him so clearly in the dark1 8ndi!idual beads of sweat began to form on his foreheadW 
and she could see it all in eqOuisite detail. She’d always worn glasses beforeW her eyes too 
sensiti!e to wear contacts.

Her whole body hurt from the barrier she had slammed into earlier. F cold bree9e 
caressed her bare skinW causing her to shi!er. She had ne!er felt so !ulnerable in her life. 
She took a deep breath and tried to force the feeling into a boq. F small boq that’d let her 
think and ,gure things out.

Po clothes. vheck. Po weapon. vheck. Stuck in some weird magic circle. vheck. 
Some bastard called Njhe zishop’ on the way to talk to her and possibly let her outD that 
seemed too good to be true on top of e!erything else.

8f this was a bad isekai XitR45 thingW then wasn’t there some type of command or skill 
she should be able to use1

jhe earlier message had pro!ided a hint. xStatusWB she intoned.
F screen ?ickered to life in front of her obediently.
[Status: Elania Reyes]
[Level 1 Lesser Demon (Summoned Potency 9999+)]
[Karma: 12345]
[Power: 0/100]
[Skills: Locked]
[Perks: (Summoned from Another World!)]
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8t was nice that she’d guessed rightW but the second her eyes landed on the NRace’ lineW 
she had a mild panic attackW not that it was hard to trigger one in her current predicament. 
She stopped trying to hide her modesty as she patted her foreheadW looking for horns. 
jhey didn’t appear to eqist. Her shoulder blades didn’t seem to ha!e wings sticking out 
of themW and her tailbone was mercifully absent a tail.

E!erything seemed to be perfectly normal. ‘aybe that would ha!e been a disappoint-
ment to someW but she was perfectly happy to still be herself.

So why did it call her a demon1 4lusW her le!el was absolutely weakD she was le!el AW 
with no powerW skills locked. Iasn’t she supposed to get a boq full of cheat skills1 jhat it 
pro!ided no help getting out of the barrier and past the cultists was frustrating.

F clink of metal striking stone drew her attention away from the screen and to a new 
,gure that entered the chamber from the hall. jhe new arri!al caused her body to tense 
and her stomach to turn.

He was the perfect image of what she’d considered ,t an insane cult leader. Half his 
face was dis,guredW with oo9ing sores leaking pus. jhe other half was marked by deep 
age linesW his two glowing blue eyes lacking pupils. jhe long beard terminated in a sharp 
pencil pointW and bones had been wea!ed into it at e!en inter!als.

His attire ,t the partW too. Fn antlered skull sat atop his headW while his black-purple 
shaded robes were embroidered in golden inlaid geometric symbols. jhe metal clinking 
came from a crystal topped staC that was sheathed in a sil!ery-colored metal that shim-
mered in her !ision.

jwo subordinates ?anked himW both keeping their hoods pulled down and doing their 
best not to draw any attention to themsel!es. jhree more bodies she’d need to somehow 
na!igate around if she wanted to escape. Pot that she had any idea on how to remo!e the 
barrier.

8t was so ridiculous that she had to force down a laugh. 8f it wasn’t for the status 
messageW she’d ha!e gi!en them props for putting on a good show. 8t was so ridiculous 
that she had to force down a laugh. 8f it wasn’t for the status messageW she’d ha!e gi!en 
them props for putting on a good show. 

She desperately wanted to belie!e that someone would 0ump outW shout surprise”  and 
ask if their 0oke had fooled her. zut deep downW she knew it was wishful thinking.

jhe Nzishop’ stepped forward and placed his hand on the skull bound tome on the 
lectern while his lackeys ,led out into a semi-circle around her. jhe three of them knelt 
down and began a low hum in harmony.
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jhe zishop turned to her and clanked his staC on the stone three times before opening 
his arms wide in a grandiose gesture. x5reat ueenW we welcome you to Eladu” Po cost 
was spared for your summoningW and weW your greatest ser!antsW beseech your greatness 
to sign a contract with our order and lead us to !ictory against the 2!erworld”B

Elania felt her eye twitch. E!erything was so o!er-the-top that she wanted to scream at 
them. F demon-worshipping cult had somehow brought her here and wanted her to lead 
a war with whate!er the 2!erworld was1

Hell-no”
[Cult of the Black Candle wishes to make a contract with you!]
[Do you wish to see the contents of the contract? Y/N]
xPo way.B She wa!ed her handW and the screen obediently disappeared. xSend me 

back.B



CHAPTER 2 – COMPLICATIONS

T he prostrating followers immediately straightened up and looked at her in shock. 
They began to speak in unison.

“N…no!”
“Please, mistress!”
“Don’t abandon us!”
The pitiful outcries almost made Elania feel sorry for them. She had no idea how they 

managed to put in such a pleading invection to their Boices while she was standing there 
stark naked in front of them all. ‘ut the keyword there was Malmost.’

Uaybe if they had proBided her with something to wear, she’d haBe felt more lenient.
xnlike the others, the ‘ishop remained silent, but he couldn’t disguise the pained 

eOpression on his face either. zne of his sores began to ooqe a green liGuid eBen, and she 
had to Wght to keep her eOpression impassiBe.

“-reat Uistress, we did not summon you unprepared. 'e haBe much to oAer you. 
‘esides our loyalty and obedience to your will…” The man’s words trailed oA as he 
gestured to a dark wooden chest near the room’s entrance. Two cultists rushed into the 
room to lift it, and from the strained look on their faces, it was heaBy indeed.

‘ut the reBelation that stood out to her was that there were two more men she someC
how had to bypass to escape. The wooden chest clunked loudly as they lowered it onto 
the ground. The ‘ishop gestured again, and the men lifted its lid then heaBed, dumping 
the shining contents across the voor.

-old and gems spread out in a cascade, the clinking sound of coins Wlling the otherwise 
Guiet chamber. She had no reason to doubt that it was real gold, and the gems sparkled 
with their own internal light like nothing she had eBer seen before.
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;lthough her second thought was a pragmatic onej they’d make great vashlights. 
Something that would be really helpful when escaping a dark, dank dungeon. Each one 
had a slightly diAerent hue, and the lights seemed to rotate slightly, the imperfections in 
the stones creating little soft shadows that danced across the ceiling and walls.

Despite the sudden display, she kept her neutral eOpression. The ‘ishop seemed taken 
aback by her lack of response and stuttered oBer his neOt words.

“-...-reat Uistress, we know this must seem paltry considering the great wealth 
and abundance of mana shards in the demonic realm, but this represents years of our 
preparations, so you might empower yourself Guickly here on Eladu.”

Elania frowned. She wasn’t sure what her position really was, and she desperately 
needed more information. 'ith no other options, playing the role seemed the only way 
forward, but she was tired of standing in front of all of them in her birthday suit and 
coBering herself with her arms and hands was a lost cause.

“?emoBe the barrier and giBe me some clothes, and H’ll consider it,” she Wnally replied.
Surprise registered on all the cultists’ faces. Each one of them turned to their leader as if 

they were seeking clariWcation. The ‘ishop was —ust as shocked, and he stared at her with 
a furrowed brow. The silence that fell in the room was deafening.

EBentually, the ‘ishop cleared his throat. “-reat Uistress, H am your humble future 
serBant, but H haBe to ask… what is your nameQ”

Elania cursed silently to herself. 9ad she giBen herself away somehowQ Not that she 
had dedicated much time or eAort to pretending to be the person they had Msummoned’ 
yet, but it was still troublesome that her act died from the Bery Wrst sentence. Ht also hinted 
at —ust how little she understood what was going on.

So much for her improB acting classes. “Elania. Uy name is Elania.”
She watched for a reaction, and0much to her surprise0they all looked relieBed or 

eOcited. Especially their creepy ass looking leader.
The ‘ishop nodded and lowered his head. “H’m sorry for doubting you, Dark 8ueen 

Elania’onbe’tila. H beg your forgiBeness. There is no way for us to release the barrier 
without you signing a contract.”

; miO of confusion and irritation welled within, but before she could react or respond, 
a Boice echoed from the hallway entrance, interrupting any further dialogue.

“H can help with that,” announced the new Boice conWdently.
;ll attention swiftly shifted towards its source. The tall Wgure stepped forward calmly, 

donned in a radiant silBeryCwhite plate armor adorned with gold trimmings that glowed in 
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the dungeon7s dreary atmosphere. 9is openCBisored helmet, sculpted with styliqed wings 
at his temples, cast a shadow oBer his face and somehow shrouded his features despite her 
improBed Bision in the dark.

9e pointed his drawn sword straight at her. ;n ethereal blue glow vared to life, 
painting dancing shadows on the stone walls, but what caught Elania’s breath was the 
blood0a Bibrantly fresh crimson liGuid that slowly dripped from the blade’s pointed tip.

The disoriented cultists found their bearings, and a chorus of disparate chants Wlled 
the chamber. The vickering hope that the armored Wgure was there to help Guickly 
eBaporated.

9er status called her a demon. 9e was wearing a getup that screamed MPaladin’ to the 
high heaBens, and the cultists had balls of Wre and other elements forming in front of their 
outstretched palms.

She desperately wanted to cling to something that would reBeal that this was all some 
kind of —oke or dream, but eBerything looked, felt, and sounded so real it was impossible 
to ignore.

; chaotic barrage of elemental orbs launched themselBes toward the knight from eBery 
direction. Llames, ice shards, bolts of electricity, and globs of siqqling acid0all collided 
uselessly against his shining armor that seemed to absorb the strikes as if it was eagerly 
gobbling them up for a snack.

She was trapped, defenseless, and naked in an arcane circle while insane religious 
cultists battled it out with what appeared to be a classic holy knight. Lear gripped her as 
she looked around her feet for something, anything, that would help. There was nothing.

The glowing sword cut a swath through the air, creating a waBe of blue light that arced 
straight for her. Elania yelped and held her arms up to protect herself, but the energy 
slammed into the inBisible bubble that was trapping her. Ht siqqled and sparked, but didn’t 
seem to haBe any eAect.

She’d haBe almost thought that it might haBe been to help her eOcept that, where the 
waBe had struck the dungeon walls, it had blackened and charred the rock to the point of 
crumbling.

Ht seemed like she was forced to root for the Mbad’ guys and hope the contract thing was 
something she could come to terms with, not that she liked the idea.

The ‘ishop seemed unperturbed by his cronies’ futile attempts at stalling the knight’s 
adBance. 9e Wnished his cryptic incantation and pointed his staA at the intruderj its crystal 
top began to glow ominously in response. Darkness seemed to seep out from under him 
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like ink spilled on parchment, enBeloping the surrounding light before coalescing into a 
dark purpleChued tentacle that rose from the voor.

The appendage lunged forward without hesitation to strike at the knight, who conC
tinued his steady approach, unfaqed. ; split second before the shadow struck, the man 
raised his sword and cleaBed through the ethereal limb with an uncanny precision. The 
shadow seemed to Wll the air with an alien shriek as the blackness dissolBed into the air.

Elania’s summoner wasted no time. ; subtle moBement of his staA sent a second 
shadowy tentacle streaking toward the knight.

Ht was hewn into two pieces much like the Wrst, but then was followed up by a third and 
fourth in rapid succession. Each one was sliced through with ease, leaBing a thick layer of 
dissolBing black smoke along the knight’s path.

The distance between the two Wgures shrank and then didn’t eOist anymore. The 
‘ishop’s staA came up to meet a heaBy oBerhead swing of the glowing blue sword, sending 
a gout of ethereal vame and sparks through the air. Uultiple clashes sent more sprays of 
magic randomly through the surrounding air, one stream landing on one of the chanting 
cultists.

The man’s black robe caught Wre, and he ran screaming, bouncing into her prison 
before collapsing a short distance away. ; smell of burnt vesh reached her almost immeC
diately and Elania turned to dry heaBe on the voor. The shrieking suddenly cut oA, and 
she realiqed the man was dead.

The cultists began to moBe away from the two colliding Wgures in a hurry as their 
weapons locked together, sending a constant spray of sparks towards the ceiling, coBering 
it in a layer of lights that shone like angry stars in the night sky. Ht would haBe been pretty 
if they weren’t locked in a deadly clash.

Elania clenched her Wsts. That the frailClooking ‘ishop stood Wrm against the Paladin’s 
oBerpowering strength was almost as shocking as the fact that the magic they were using 
was real. zr as real as this was real. She held her breath as she watched as the lowerCranking 
cultists tried to help their leader by throwing useless spells at the Paladin that continued 
to go unnoticed.

9e obBiously had some cheat gear or skill that nulliWed their magic.
Kust when she thought that maybe0—ust maybe0the ‘ishop would hold his own 

against the inBader, a gauntleted Wst broke free from their deadlock. The blow landed 
sGuarely on the ‘ishop’s face, sending him vying backwards Biolentlyj he bounced oA the 
uneBen stones before crashing with an audible thud and crumpling onto the ground.
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Lor a moment, silent shock reBerberated around the room as eBeryone took in what 
had —ust occurredj one moment he was standing tall, deWantly pushing back against the 
knight…and then he was sprawled helplessly on the stone voor. 9is horned headwear had 
gone vying across the chamber and landed near Elania’s feet.

9e didn’t —ust haBe cheat skills or eGuipmentj he had super strength, too. She knelt 
down and scooped up the horned helmet as he turned on her. ; Guick toss of the ob—ect 
at him was battered away with a contemptuous swat with his oBersiqed longsword.

9is stride was slow, but unyielding. Elania stepped back as far as she could without 
shocking herself, but the distance felt like a futile attempt to slow the impossible. 9e 
swung his blade toward her, swiping from the side.

The sword caught in the inBisible barrier for a moment before a bright light vared up 
from the indentations on the voor. The blood in the channels Baporiqed into a glowing 
red mist before dispersing into nothingness, and the light died completely.

The inBisible dome around her turned into a brilliant orange and then shattered into 
a thousand shards that disappeared into nothingness.

That was the moment she had been waiting forj Elania —umped backwards and 
backpedaled away from the man rapidly.

9e didn’t seem concerned, stepping forward slowly before coming to a stop oBer the 
empty circle. “Demon, you can show your power before H send you back.”

'ell, that was —ust fucking polite of him, wasn’t itQ EOcept she did not know what the 
fuck her Mpower’ eBen was. “ eaBe me alone. H haBe no fricking clue who you are!”

9e vashed forward, somehow moBing faster than she could eBen see to appear an arm’s 
length away. Elania tried to diBe away from him, but his sword smacked her in the side, 
sending her into a rolling fall.

She reached down to pat herself where she’d been hit, eOpecting to Wnd a slash or hole, 
but there was —ust a sore spot. 9er selfCinspection didn’t last long as he fell on her and 
slapped her with the metal again. 

“'hy the fuck won’t you cutQ” he demanded.
She wasn’t sure the Guestion was eBen for her because he continued to prod her with 

the notCsoCsharp sword tip. Ht was like being thumped with a hard stick, and it hurt. She 
crawled away as fast as she could, only to haBe her bare ass smacked again.

9e didn’t follow her mad scramble into the room’s corner, and when she turned to face 
him again, she wasn’t sure if it was the litany of eOpletiBes and curses that had giBen him 
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pause or if he’d realiqed that for whateBer reason his sword had gone defectiBe. Despite its 
sharp edge she was coBered in a mottling of future bruises without a single scratch.

The confusion writ on his face certainly led credence to the latter as he uttered a name. 
“EqielQ” The shadows that had hidden the man’s face had disappeared and confusion was 
writ on his face. ‘rown stubble gaBe him an unkempt, uncared for look that was at odds 
with the shiny metal armor. 9e glared at her. “'hat did you doQ”

“H didn’t do anything. H don’t know why you’re attacking me!” Elania hissed.
Ht was the wrong thing to do because it seemed to break him from his inner conBersaC

tion and he stepped forward, cutting oA escape from the corner. 9e —abbed her with the 
point of the sword, thumping her in the rib. That hurt, but it was clear he was eOpecting 
more. 9e swung again, but this time she grabbed the blade to stop it.

The blue vames licked at her hands, but it didn’t burn. Neither did it cut her hands, 
and she wasn’t sure which one of them was more shocked by the display. She tried to push 
it, and him, away, but it was like trying to push a solid wall.

; purple tentacle appeared, wrapping around his middle and yanking him and the 
strange notCBeryCsharpCsometimes sword away. Ht slammed him into the ceiling and then 
the voor before tossing him into the wall across the chamber.

Elania patted herself down, checking for in—uries. She could feel small tremors shake 
through her body as the threat of mortal peril had lessened. ‘eing bashed with a metal 
stick hurt eBen if it hadn’t eBiscerated her. She glared at the growing cloud of debris and 
dust from the Paladin’s impact site with Bindication. 9e totally deserBed what he had got.

;cross the room, cultists stood up and began to cast their magic attacks into the dust 
cloud. Uore tentacle arms appeared from the ceiling and voor, especially where the light 
was weakest.

She spotted the ‘ishop who had gotten back on his feet and was waBing his crysC
talCtopped staA around.

“ ill the ightCbringer!” the old man shrieked hatefully. The eAorts of his followers 
seemed to redouble and tentacles smashed into the opaGue and glowing cloud of destrucC
tion.

Elania glanced at the entrance and only eOit. She had well and truly oBerstayed her 
welcome and she needed to get the fuck out. No one was paying attention to her anymore, 
and she was no longer trapped in the barrier.

She took oA toward the eOit, crossing by the chest of spilled Baluables. She stepped on 
one of the crystals and it bit into her foot painfully, causing her to nearly hop to a stop 
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so she could more carefully pick her way through. zn impulse, she reached down to grab 
one of the larger shining stones.

; waBe of blue light crashed into the wall in front of her, causing her to look oBer her 
shoulder. The Paladin had somehow surBiBed the impact with the wall and was Wghting 
back against the cultists again, but his attention and gaqe was locked on her.

There was no more time to dally. She approached the hallway, speeding back up to a 
sprint.

zne of the lowerCranking cultists —umped in front of her and spread his arms out to the 
sides. “Stop, Uistress! 'e0”

She didn’t hesitate to smash the glowing stone in her hand into the man’s face. She had 
eOpected it to oACbalance him enough to slide around him, but he crumpled like a sack of 
potatoes.

'orse, a blue screen appeared in front of her, nearly causing her to trip.
[ ???? - Human - Lvl 33 has been defeated!]
[You have gained multiple levels!]
[Improvised Combat Rank E has been unlocked and slotted.]
She waBed her hand, and the screen vew away. Elania didn’t look back as she dashed 

into the hallway, leaBing the cacophony of eOplosions and Biolence behind her.



CHAPTER 3 – ESCAPE

E lania didn’t slow down as she ran blindly through the dimly lit maze of corridors, 
her heart pounding against her chest with every adrenaline-fueled step. The sounds 

of combat between the cultists and the holy knight faded behind her. Numerous inter-
sections and heavy looking closed doors dotted the hallways, but she felt the need to put 
as much distance between her and the chaos as possible.

The further she traveled, the less cared for the dungeon seemed to become, and the 
torch sconces became sparse, only placed at the intersections. Despite the fear gripping 
her, she couldn’t help but marvel at how she was still navigating through the darkness so 
eIortlessly. 

At felt like her eyes had somehow adapted to see in the low light, and the bizarre change 
felt connected to the race moniker her status had shown.

Rt least if they were going to change her race, it came with perks. ?ightS ?ightS
Whe skidded to a stop as voices ahead bit through her internal panic, and then turned 

and shot down one of the secondary corridors. The hall was pitch black but lined with a 
dozen doors on either side. ;hen she reached the end of the hall and went to take a turn, 
she found that it was a dead end. R pang of panic jlled her“ the voices were getting closer.

The end of the corridor had !ust enough room for her to tuck in and hide. Two jgures 
passed by the lit intersection at a run, and a clear shout of ”Antruder—O sent her panic 
through the roof, but then a trio of cultists continued in the same direction. Their robes 
were diIerent from the black ones earlier9crimson adorned with black symbols9and 
they brandished wicked-looking daggers.

0ne of them glanced down the tunnel but didn’t see her.
[Stealth Rank E has been unlocked and slotted.]
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Thank you, merciful and helpful system gods, but why couldn’t the damn thing come 
with a user manualS Elania blinked. qaybe it did, but she hadn’t eBactly had time to think 
or try to jnd one. Whe glanced down at herself, she was covered in red patches that were 
going to make her look like an abuse victim later, and she was distinctly naked.

The sound of the cultists had disappeared, so she popped out of her hiding place and 
tried the jrst door. At was locked. The second opened, but was more darkness, the forms 
of unused old furniture stacked for storage jlling the space. The third was the same. Each 
one was locked or unused storage and she started to feel more anBious as she neared the 
light of the intersection.

The last door on the right opened and the insides of the room were lit by a small candle. 
The room looked lived in, with a small cot and a few pieces of furniture. Whe shut the door 
behind her when the room began to shake heavily, causing the candle to splatter itself on 
the ground and plunging the room into a pitch black.

The shaking stopped almost as soon as it started. Whe didn’t know much about earth-
Huakes, but being underground during one seemed bad with a capital G.

Elania froze. EarthHuakeS ;as that really itS 'ad the jghting earlier !ust reached 
another levelS

Whe swallowed and moved toward the wardrobe and yanked it open. The darkness 
didn’t bother her, but the choices presented were limited“ there were only a few sets of 
black robes hanging from a rod. Whe grabbed one and pulled the thing over her head. That 
solved the glaring problem of running around completely naked.

There was a sharp-looking dagger and leather sheath hanging from a loop as well, and 
she slid it into the robe’s oversized pockets. There was a heavy black book on the dresser 
by the cot, but she discarded it as not being useful and too heavy.

Wince there wasn’t much else useful in the room, she focused on the robes. Wnatching 
one out, she considered using it as some type of knapsack, but a second heavy resonation 
through the room sent dust falling from overhead, eliciting a coughing spree.

Whe needed to get out. Ammediately.
Crabbing the two spare robes, she left the sparse Huarters behind and reentered the 

hallway. The torch sconce had gone a!ar, and the lights had gone out. Rt the neBt inter-
section, she nearly slipped and fell on a pool of blood. 'er heart !umped as she realized 
she had nearly tripped over two bodies that were splayed out on both sides of the corridor.
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The idea of looting them came to mind, but another shake encouraged her to hurry 
with her escape. The halls began to devolve into a zig-zagging mess of intersections and 
the state of disrepair of the dungeon became more evident the further she went.

Rfter what felt like an eternity of Jeeing, she stumbled upon a dilapidated gateway 
that seemed promising. The door was composed of thick bands of rusting iron and hung 
precariously oI its hinges as though it hadn’t been disturbed in centuries. Whe took a deep 
breath and darted through the narrow opening.

0n the other side was a completely diIerent world.
The ethereal landscape was starkly diIerent from the dark tunnels of the dungeon. Rn 

otherworldly glow illuminated everything“ bioluminescent mosses blanketed the cavern 
walls and ceiling, radiating with a soothing blue-green light that jlled the eBpansive space 
with an eerie tranHuility.

The ground was a vibrant tapestry of Jora“ patches of Juorescent purple fungi inter-
mingled with softer shades of green moss that seemed in the process of working its way 
up the walls to meet with its cousin on the ceiling. 0ther shades and colors appeared in 
patches, and as she made her way deeper, everything seemed to dance with luminescent 
colors in response to her passing.

The colors were stunning, and under other circumstances, she’d have loved to take the 
time to eBamine everything in detail.

6ushing into the cavern elicited a pained curse after a few dozen steps. The ground 
was mostly rock and sharp pebbles, which had painfully poked at her bare feet. Wounds of 
the combat had trailed oI, but she didn’t consider stopping, she couldn’t aIord to. The 
cavern was wide open and there wasn’t anywhere to hide.

At took her nearly ten minutes to reach the far side, the cavern narrowing until it opened 
up into an identical chamber with another eBit on the far side. ‘rustration gnawed at her. 
Lust how large was the cave, and how long was it going to take to make her way outS There 
was a subtle incline which gave her a modicum of hope“ perhaps she was indeed ascending, 
however slowly.

Elania passed through three more chambers before coming to an intersection that 
forked in two diIerent directions. 0ne path seemed to go upward, so she picked it almost 
immediately. Distance was hard to gauge, but it felt like she’d covered at least a few 
kilometers since leaving the cultists’ dungeon. Whe had to concede that the cave might not 
have such a straightforward layout as she had jrst assumed.
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R shiver of fear jlled her as she realized the cave might not even lead to a way out. The 
cultists could have set their lair up at the front of the cave and, if it was the only way out, 
she was still well and truly trapped, no matter how far she made it.

The Gishop’s words replayed in her mind. …7ead us to victory against the 0verworld.’
Whe looked up at the glowing ceiling, a frown creasing her lips. 0verworld. Rs opposed 

to, say, an YnderworldS R fucking YnderdarkS Whe’d never been very religious, but she 
considered oIering a prayer to something for her chances of jnding a way out.

qinutes turned into hours as she continued to trudge through the caverns. ;henever 
an intersection presented itself, she took whichever one looked like it would lead upwards, 
or if they had the same incline, alternated between left and right at each one in the hopes 
of not looping back in a circle.

'er feet hurt, and she was feeling eBhausted. Whe wasn’t sure how far she’d traveled 
when the light from the moss suddenly stopped. 6anic jlled her, and she immediately 
searched for a cubby-hole to hide in along the cave wall. At took a few seconds for her 
vision to ad!ust, but the lack of light wasn’t going to hamper her8 but what had caused 
the changeS

The fungus continued to glow, and she realized the area she was standing in was lit 
up more than the rest of the cave, singling her hiding spot out. The faint luminescence 
followed her as she decided she couldn’t stay in one spot if it was going to light her up like 
a target8or intruderS

R wave of eBhaustion washed over her, and she knew she was reaching her body’s limit, 
anyway. The only problem was that she’d not seen very many places that were welcoming. 
There had been a rocky chamber that she’d passed by earlier. That’d get her out of the 
biome and the glow that now seemed to follow her but had its own issue. Af something 
cornered her in it, there was no way out.

At was that or stay in the open and hope nothing noticed her8
The way her feet felt, she didn’t think she’d be able to run or sprint far if chased, though. 

Whe Huickly decided to go with the more hidden option.
Gacktracking to the transition zone, she easily found the chamber she’d spotted. At 

wasn’t much, but at least she’d be harder to spot and there was a choke point to defend.
Whe set one of the robes she’d collected on the ground and sat on it. Rs soon as her feet 

were oI the ground, she realized how badly they hurt. Whe’d never been what someone 
might consider an …athlete,’ but she had kept up with her jtness with morning !ogs or 
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bike rides whenever possible. ;alking ten or twenty kilometers shouldn’t have bothered 
her8eBcept she usually had shoes on.

EBamining the bottom of her feet, she winced. Glisters were forming and there were 
several ugly looking scrapes and scratches. Touching the skin brought a wince of pain. 
Whe was well and truly fucked.

They probably didn’t even have antibiotics. qaybe healing magicS Whe needed anti-
septic, but all she had was what she had collected from the cultists and she had no idea if 
any of the Jora in the caverns would be medicinal. Whe didn’t even have the faintest clue 
about how to go about jguring that out, either.

Whe didn’t even have water to rinse the cuts with.
7eaning back against the cave wall, she let out a defeated sigh. qaybe the status screen 

would oIer her some other optionsS
”Wtatus.O
[You have previously unread messages.]
[ ???? - Human - Lvl 33 has been defeated!]
[You have gained multiple levels!]
[Improvised Combat Rank E has been unlocked and slotted.]
[Stealth Rank E has been unlocked and slotted.]
At was nice that it summarized the latest messages for her, and she read them all more 

carefully than during her rapid Jight out of the dungeon. Whe scrolled the ethereal panel 
down to the status screen.

[Status: Elania Reyes]
[Level 5 Lesser Demon (Summoned Potency 9999+)]
[Karma: 12345]
[Power: 4/100]
[Skills: Locked]
[Perks: (Summoned from Another World!)] 
[The requirement to unlock ‘Skills’ is to have earned a slotted skill.]
[You have suUcient requirements to unlock Skills. Nnlock Skills now? Y/,]
Whe noted that her …6ower’ had gone up slightly, whatever that meant. Whe pressed the 

… es’ button and the status screen blinked, then shrank into nothing before a new one 
popped up in its place.

[Class: ,one]
[Skill Slots: 2]
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[Slotted Skills: Improvised Combat (Rank E)M Stealth (Rank E)]
[AUnities: (Demonic)M (Bana)]
[Bagical: Demonic Aura (Rank E) (Activated)M Bana Banipulation (Rank E)]
[Physical: Darkvision (Rank C) (Activated)]
[Bundane: Identify (Rank E)M Nniversal Speech (Rank S)M Reading (Rank A)M 

Writing (Rank )]
'er highest skills were in talking, reading, and writing. Creat. That was probably why 

she perceived everyone as speaking English, but none of them were really going to be 
helpful in her current situation. ;as that because she was a college studentS

;here were her …wake-up-Huick-or-be-late-for-class,’ or …survival-cooking-with-ra-
men—’ skillsetsS Cranted, she didn’t really eBpect those to be skills, but what she had 
received seemed sparse. Wurely she had more talents from the real world that should have 
translated overS

?eal world.
Elania hugged her knees and felt a pinch of panic threaten her. ;hat had !ust happened 

was real. Af she was going to not die, she couldn’t treat this as a game, even if the world 
resembled something like one.

‘our skills stood out to her  [Demonic Aura], [Bana Banipulation], [Darkvi-
sion], and [Identify] seemed like her basic skills. The jrst three were likely related to 
her stated race of 7esser Demon. [Demonic Aura] and [Darkvision] appeared to be 
toggleable, but she didn’t remember ever turning them on.

[Darkvision] at least eBplained her ability to see in the dark.
Elania cleared her throat, a hoarse croak disturbing the silence. Giting her lip, she 

decided to try to test things out. ”Demonic Rura, Deactivate—O
The noise of her voice made her wince. The sound echoed around the chamber 

chaotically, and she realized !ust how the sound seemed to permeate the caverns. ;hen 
the echoes jnally died, she realized it was sort of a bad idea to broadcast her presence.

To top it oI, nothing actually happened. The [Demonic Aura] skill remained active. 
'er cheeks heated in embarrassment. 'ad she really !ust acted like some Whonen manga 
character, trying to toggle their skillS

Whe tried to focus her mind on turning it oI, but that didn’t work either.
[Demonic Aura (Activated)]
Womehow, she was doing it wrong. The cultists had been chanting something to use 

their magic. qaybe she needed to do so as wellS EBcept she had no spell book or manual 
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on what to chant, so that’d be a non-starter. Did all the skills and magic follow the same 
set of rules evenS

R sense of defeat washed over her, and she rested her forehead on her knees. Whe hadn’t 
cried from the shock and fear of the events yet, but now it seemed to catch up to her all 
at once. 'er eyes began to water then stream.

Whe !ust wanted to go home.



CHAPTER 4 – CONFLAGRATION

T ime lost its meaning in the dark.

Eventually, Elania nodded of por a nac. Eventually, wonswiousness slo-ly reS
turned.

buAmerged in the murky decths op her repuge, her tearSstreaked pawe reMewted calely in 
the dim light as she swanned her surroundings, taking stowk op her situation.

The aAsenwe op the lumineswent moss clunged the waverns into semiSdarkness, leaving 
only a pe- glo-ing pungi to wast their muted violet hues on the stone -alls. The sewluded 
rowky whamAer she had hidden in -as wloaked in even darker shado-, aAsent the nearly 
everScresent moss.

? cang op hunger gna-ed at her emcty stomawh, and she studied the pungi -ith a 
reluwtant wuriosity. ’ayAe they -ere ediAlex The idea op munwhing on ra- mushrooms 
-asn…t very accealing, Aut ip she pound nothing else, she -ould eventually have to wonsider 
it.

That -ould wome -ith the risk op to—ins or something that would make her siwk or 
-orse:and this -asn…t a Aiology test at her university -here a mistake -ould mean a Aad 
gradeDhere, errors would wost her lipe.

bhe shook the patal thoughts a-ay and then wonsidered a more cressing needO -ater. 
The cresenwe op vegetation suggested moisture must e—ist some-here nearAy. ’ayAe an 
underground stream or cool that ped the ewosystemx bhe…d not seen any driccing -ater 
prom aAove, Aut the moss needed something por it to gro-, and -hile the air -asn…t e—awtly 
dry, she didn…t think it -as humid enough por the -ater vacor to Ae the sole sourwe op 
-ater.
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bearwhing por that -ould mean resuming her trek. bhe shipted cosition and stretwhed 
her legs, Aut her entire Aody pelt stif prom remaining stationary por so long. The various 
Aruises and inquries she…d sufered didn…t helc either, and there -as a pamiliar soreness in 
her muswles prom the earnest e—erwise op running a-ay prom the wultists and knight.

? hard lumc cressed against her side, and she reawhed into her stolen roAe to cull it 
out. Ht -as the glo-ing stone she…d ciwked uc and knowked the wultist out -ith. bhe had 
to szuint as the Aurst op Aright light !lled uc the small whamAerDrevealing a vivid array op 
wolors that had Aeen muted in the darkness. Wolding onto it scarked a strange sensation, 
like sopt viArations culsating rhythmiwally under her !ngertics.

bhe swrutiniRed the wrystal purther -ith a gro-ing paswination. bhe -ished she kne- 
-hat it -as.

? small status swreen -ith te—t acceared over the wrystal as ip summoned.
[Mana Shard (Condensed)]
Elania Alinked in astonishment. The system had ans-ered her9 0as this her [Identify] 

skill at -orkx
bhe hadn…t walled por the skill Ay name, or even Aeen thinking aAout it. bhe…d qust -anted 

to kno- -hat the mana shard -as. Even ip the inpormation -as lawking, mayAe that -as 
Aewause it -as ;ank Ex

bhe culled out her dagger prom her other cowket and receated the crowess. bhe -asn…t 
disaccointed.

[Steel Dagger]
Ht -orked9 Cot sucer helcpul, Aut at least it -as a start. bhe turned her attention to-ard 

anything she would !nd.
[Glow Moss (Inactive)]
[Black Robe]
[Rock]
[Fenicia’s Fungal Growth]
The last surcrised her a little. The curcleShued mushrooms had a crocer name she had 

never heard Aepore. That told her the skill didn…t qust name something generiw Aased on 
her o-n kno-ledge. Ht -as croviding her -ith ans-ers she didn…t already kno-9

bhe -ondered ip ranking uc the skill -ould inwrease the inpormation and add deswricS
tions, Aut she -asn…t sure ho- or even ip she would level it uc. Hn most games, she kne-, 
one tyciwally enhanwed their aAilities through receated useDAut -as that logiw accliwaAle 
herex
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Wer level had inwreased, cotentially prom -hen she had depeated the wultist. ? pro-n 
wreased her pawe. 'r killed himx bhe shook her head3 she didn…t think she hit him that hard. 
’ayAe it -as an efewt prom using the wrystal as a -eaconx

bhe qust didn…t have enough inpormation on ho- things -orked.
[Mana Manipulation] -as another skill she needed to !gure out. Everyone kne- that 

in ;B4s, magiw -as usually overco-ered, and ip she would someho- use it to wonqure pood 
or -ater, that -ould solve her wurrent croAlems.

The MicSside -as that magiw -as croAaAly dangerous. ?t the very least it  -as 
-eaconiRed in this -orld, wonsidering -hat she…d seen the wultists doing -ith it.

’ayAe she would use the skill like she had [Identify] and qust think aAout -hat she 
-antedx

bhe wlosed her eyes and ciwtured a qar op wlean -ater and a sand-iwh as hard as she would. 
?pter a minute op trying, she wrawked an eye ocen to look at the Aare ground in pront op 
her. Co diwe.

0ell, that -ould have Aeen too easy.
The scarkling -hite light op the mana shard waught her attention. ’ayAe [Mana 

Manipulation] -ent -ith [Mana Shard]x bhe ciwked it uc and held it uc in Aoth hands 
and wlosed her eyes in wonwentration. bhe qust -ished somethingDanythingD-ould 
haccen, Aut there -as a prustrating silenwe op nothingness.

’ayAe she needed a stronger intent, a wlearer visualiRation op -hat she -anted to 
awhievex bhipting her thoughts, Elania imagined guiding the light prom the wrystal into 
her hands and uc her arms and a-ay prom her calms. ?t !rst, nothing seemed to haccen, 
Aut then there -as a slight Muwtuation, and then she would peel an almost imcerwectiAle 
shipt in the energy Mo-.

Ht pelt like !re Mo-ing through her veins. Ht didn…t e—awtly Aurn, Aut it -as uncleasant, 
and she drocced the wrystal, pearing that mayAe this -asn…t suwh a good idea apter all.

0orse, the -eird sensation op tingling in her hands didn…t dissicate. ? sheen op cersciS
ration pormed on her porehead, and she realiRed she -as Aurning uc. bhe shook her hands 
in a caniw and tried to cush a-ay the energy.

There -as a tangiAle resistanwe por a sewond Aepore it suddenly relentedDreleasing a 
sudden surge op heat prom her hands, -hiwh waused her to yelc and rewoil as ip she…d Aeen 
stung Ay a Aee. ? sho-er op scarks Mared to lipe, Maring out in pront op her, eawh one a tiny 
!reMy that seemed to danwe in the air.
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’ost op them cainted dim -hite trails that gradually deecened to an inwandeswent 
yello-Sorange Aepore pading into oAlivion.

? pe- survived long enough to land on the Moor.
'ne de!ed gravity and -eaved its -ay uc to the weiling, -here it landed on the inawtive 

glo- moss.
bhe -atwhed -ith gro-ing horror as the dim scark Aegan to gro- Arighter and then 

Aegan to scread.
The moss -as MammaAle9
0hat had she donex ”epore she would get uc and try to smother the !re -ith her scare 

roAe, -hite tendrils Aegan to scread racidly Aepore selpSigniting.
bhe swooced uc her pe- Aelongings and rushed por the e—it. That croved a smart whoiwe 

Aewause the whamAer Aehind her suddenly Mared red, the !re gro-ing past. The moss in 
the transition worridors Aet-een the larger waverns -asn…t that thiwk, Aut that didn…t stoc 
it prom screading awross the weiling.

0ild!re seemed like a coor deswriction. This -as muwh -orse. Wer peet stung cainpully 
as she Aarely reawhed the nearest wavern Aepore the !re. ?t least there -ould Ae more scawe, 
even ip there -as also more moss to Aurn.

Ht pelt like she -as starring in one op those stucid volwano ASmovies.
The wonMagration -as relentless, matwhing Elania…s prenRied cawe as she Med deecer into 

the wavern. bhe would peel the heat liwking at her Aawk, and the Aright inwandeswent light op 
the inperno wast elongated shado-s that danwed ahead op her like scewters on a ramcage.

bhe hufed as she cushed herselp to go paster along the rowky cath at the e—cense op her 
Aattered peet. bhe made it to the ne—t wavern -ith Aarely any time to scare. 

The scread slo-ed slightly at the intersewtions, Aut zuiwkly ciwked uc its cawe as soon 
as it made it through. Ht zuiwkly Aewame wlear that -hile her enduranwe -as limited, the 
scread op the -ild!re -as not going to stoc as long as there -as presh moss to Aurn.

0hat e—awtly -as wausing the moss to Aurn so wraRilyx 0as it some tyce op natural 
whemiwal in the moss, or -as it qust sucer dry and ready to Aurnx

bhe reawhed another threeS-ay intersewtion and proRe. ? paint lumineswenwe -as gro-S
ing ArighterDin Aoth direwtions9 bhe didn…t think she had douAled Aawk, -hiwh meant 
the moss had someho- pound a shorter route and wut her of9

bhe glanwed over her shoulder and noted that the inperno Aehind her -as racidly 
accroawhing. There -asn…t any unsworwhed cath lept por her. ? !ery death trac a-aited 
her in every direwtion.
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]That…s qust cerpewt9  Elania muttered sarwastiwally to herselp. ]? hidden door right 
aAout no- -ould Ae really helcpul,  she walled out aloud, halpSe—cewting some divine 
intervention3 none wame.

The intersewtion had less moss, and more imcortantly, the weiling -asn…t that high. ?n 
idea cocced into her head, and she qumced uc and graAAed the stringy moss. Ht wame 
do-n -ith her in a thiwk heac, ceeling a-ay prom the weiling. That -as a muwh Aetter 
result than she had thought she…d get and she Aegan to stric a wirwle around the wenter op 
the whamAer.

bhe only had a pe- minutes to -ork -ith, Aut she wleared an area t-iwe her arm scan 
in diameter Aepore huddling in the wenter. Cone op her skills seemed suited to helcing her 
more than that, so she culled the scare roAes she…d gathered over her head and hunkered 
do-n. lames rawed around the edges and Mashed cast her. The heat radiated and !lled 
the scawe, scarks and Mames liwking at her descite her attemcts to make a sape scawe.

The roAes seemed !reSresistant though and didn…t ignite. That -as niwe.
The heat that Aathed her like she -as in an oven -as less so. ? string op moss ash 

landed on her uncrotewted hand, wausing her to hiss in cain. bhe yanked it under the roAe 
crotewtively and culled the e—tra paAriw tighter. Wocepully, nothing larger -ould Alo- on 
her.

The Mames Aegan to walm, the raging heat slo-ly reclawed Ay a wloud op smoke. Baniw 
gricced her as she realiRed that Aurning might Ae the least op her -orries. Hp the !re 
wonsumed too muwh o—ygen, or the waverns !lled -ith unAreathaAle smoke, she -asn…t 
going to make it.

Wo- had the !re looced around to get in pront op herx Nid the waverns go in wirwlesx 
0as she really making crogress, getting a-ay prom the wultist dungeonx

Every douAt and -orry -ashed over her, -arring -ith the cain and occressive heat as 
she wovered her pawe -ith the roAes, wreating a little AuAAle op air por herselp.

? system message suddenly acceared, stealing her attention.
[SuYcient [Glow Moss] essenwe is availaAle.
[mou have qet the reAuireqents for .sh Deqon evolution?]
[Do you wish to evolve your race to .sh Deqon/ mN ]



CHAPTER 5 – STAIRS

T he choice to evolve into an Ash Demon or not hung in the air, taunting her for 
over a minute. If this was a monster evolution game, then ‘evolving’ might make 

her stronger. Maybe even better suited for the hellish landscape that remained after the 
massive -re that she’d accidentally started.

Despite all the gamejlike system messages that Loated in the air, nothing said that any 
of her choices were a ‘game,’ though.

Ash rained down slowly from the ceiling, and the radiant heat felt like it would bake her 
skin with its unrelenting oppressiveness. That was one vote for accepting the evolution, 
but she had no idea Uust what becoming an Ash Demon or evolution entailed.

Things were bad enough that the [System] called her a Sesser Demon already.
qltimately, she swiped the message away. Ehe didn’t want to risk becoming a mindless 

monster.
Ehe was Cuite happy with Uust being normal xlania, a hapless college student who had 

somehow been summoned to a weirdjass world and wanted to go home. Rhanging her 
race might help her in the current circumstances, but her eOperimentation had already 
produced one catastrophe. 

qntil she learned more, she didn’t think it was wise to Uump into potentially irreversible 
things.

Emoke continued to thicken as the active -res burned themselves out into smoldering 
remains. Most of it swirled around the ceiling, pooling in a thick cloud. xlania pulled 
out her mana shard for a bit of eOtra light because the smoke was hampering her [Dark-
vision]. It helped slightly, but it highlighted the immediate need to look for a more 
hospitable location.
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Fressing forward through the chamber, she did her best to avoid any visible hot spots 
on the ground to spare her feet from burns. It made the trek even more challenging, and 
the burning in her throat from the scorched air had her worrying about suzocating. If 
that was true, though, she eOpected she would have already passed out earlier.

As it was, it was Uust eOtremely uncomfortable. Fainful.
“hen she reached the choke point to the neOt chamber, she paused and made a small 

rock pile. Ehe wasn’t eOactly sure, but all the chambers looked much alike, and she wanted 
to determine if she really had been going in circles like she had feared earlier.

Eeveral more passages went by, the ash and soot in the air raining down on her like snow. 
The thick cloud of smoke above her head had lowered dangerously until the air Cuality 
at the height of her head was bad enough that it forced her to crouch while walking. 
?rustration and panic gnawed at her as she continued desperately to look for a way out.

[Your natural resistance to poison-based ehects !as increasedC]
xlania fro”e in her tracks and frowned. :“hy—N she whispered, looking around for 

some type of poison. The sudden break highlighted how her entire body ached painfully. 
Ehe wasn’t sure what felt worse' her stinging feet, the rapidly coloring bruises from the 
battle, or her eyes and lungs that burned and watered from the smokej-lled air.

The idea that the poison could easily be held in the tainted air hit her. Ehe covered her 
mouth with the black robe. Maybe she had been breathing the poison in—

Rarbon monoOide was the obvious choice, but there were a whole host of things that 
the -re could have released, not even considering the world’s weird fantasyjesCue nature.

There seemed to still be oOygen, though, and she’d traveled through several chambers, 
at least a few kilometers, so why hadn’t she fallen over dead—

xlania picked up her pace and continued forward, looking for some change or somej
thing new to help her.

Ehe almost missed it.
A weak but noticeable bree”e of cooler air pressed against her side. Ehe didn’t spot 

anything that could be the source, but cooler air had to be coming from somewhere, right— 
Instead of going for the eOit to the neOt chamber, she turned straight into the bree”e. It 
led directly to the sidejwall of the cavern, and behind a row of rocks, a small, humanjsi”ed 
cubbyjhole was hidden.

“hat riveted her attention, though, was that there were stairs. Ancientjlooking, worn 
stairs that had crumbled in some places7but de-nitely stairs, carved right into the Lank 
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of the cavern. They were the source of the cooler air, which was creating a clean pocket 
around them as the airLow pushed away the smoke.

It was the -rst sign of anything arti-cial in the ‘natural’ cave system she’d been eOploring 
since leaving the cultist’s dungeon lair.

The air was clearly coming from somewhere, and she took a hesitant -rst step. Ber -rst 
step didn’t crack or collapse the stone under her weight, and she immediately began to 
trudge upward. The Loor was cool to the soles of her feet, and she enUoyed the refreshing 
feeling as she closed her eyes to let the air blow over her face.

The constant cool bree”e was a welcome change from the charred cavern she left 
behind. Rontinuing upwards, she held the mana shard up above her head, which created 
pretty sparkles that revealed etchings in the stonework near the ceiling.

That might have been something to create hesitationG dealing with magic was -rmly in 
her ‘let’s not fuck around with things we don’t understand’ category after sparking the 
glow moss into a conLagration, but8

9eally, she didn’t want to trudge around the burnt remains she’d left behind, and the 
air had to be coming from somewhere more hospitable than the area she was leaving 
behind.

The second scary thought was that stairs meant people, and while it was hard to 
imagine that whoever she might meet would be worse than the cultists or holy knight8 
it wasn’t impossible. Ehe had no idea on what the ratio of batshit cra”y and welljadUusted 
was in ‘xladu’ or wherever the heck she was. “orse, what if there was an actual monster—

Inside her robe pocket, she sCuee”ed the hilt of the stolen dagger for reassurance. Ehe’d 
Uust have to do her best.

The spiraling stairs seemed to go on forever, and in several spots, she found they 
had crumbled, forcing her to climb over the rubble to continue. It was a new form 
of endurance workout that was more challenging than the one below. Yy the time she 
reached the -rst landing, her legs felt like Uelly.

Jlancing back the way she had come, the thought of the staircase being a maUor 
building code violation made her giggle. Ehe’d climbed the eCuivalent of what had to have 
been thirty or forty Loors. If someone slipped and fell, they’d roll a very long way before 
coming to a stop.

The stone landing wasn’t very large, a second staircase led upward, and there was an 
opening where, presumably, there might have been a door at one time. xOploring the 
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room led to a second and third, and she decided to stop and rest before trying to climb 
higher.

The burning of her lungs and eyes had stopped, but everything else was painful. There 
was a raised block that was well suited as a bench in the chamber farthest away from the 
stairs and she sat down on it heavily. 0ther than the block, there wasn’t anything but 
rubble and broken stones.

Ber feet burned in protest of her long march. They had been sore before, but now they 
were bad. Ehe pulled a foot up to eOamine it, shining the mana shard with her free hand. 
They were covered in grime, ashes, and blood.

Fulling out her dagger, she cut a few strips of cloth from the less singed end of one of 
her spare cultist robes and did her best to wipe them down. It wasn’t very ezective without 
water, but it was something.

The thought of water sent a slight panic through her. Ehe had had nothing to drink or 
eat since she’d arrived, but it had been at least a day since she escaped. ou couldn’t live 
long without water, but8 licking her lips, she didn’t feel parched. As soon as she’d left the 
burnt area below, the parched feeling in her mouth and throat had gone away.

“hile she wasn’t an eOpert, she didn’t feel dehydrated, and her hunger had disappeared. 
It was strange enough that she wasn’t even sure if she needed to eat or drink anymore. 
That Uust left her feeling confused and wearier.

Ehe leaned back against the cool stone wall and let out a sigh. It was hard to -ght against 
the eOhaustion that -lled her.

Taking a deep breath, she sat back up and eyed the cut robe. Ehe took the dagger and 
carefully sliced it into one long spiraling strip. Rutting that into three eCual length strips 
gave her three pieces to work with.

Ehe wrapped one around each of her feet, starting at the base of her toes and then 
working her way up to her ankle to tie it oz. ust tight enough to not come loose, but not 
so tight that they cut oz circulation. The third one went around her chest to support her 
breasts.

All the running around naked had been distinctly uncomfortable, and wrapping 
something around her feet was something she should have considered and done far earlier.

[Survival fragtinR Eank : !as been unlocked and slotted.]
Another skill. “hat was the trick to unlocking them— “here was her hiking or climbj

ing skill— Rertainly she deserved it—
A simple thought brought up her status screen.
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[StatusL :lania Eeyes]
[5evel ( 5esser Demon PSummoned 9otency ++++)K]
[1armaL 234w(]
[9o7erL w/02AA]
[9erksL PSummoned grom Wnot!er IorldCK]
Ehe immediately noticed that mention of ‘Ekills’ had disappeared, and that her ‘Fower’ 

stat had skyrocketed. Ehe wasn’t sure what that meant, but it didn’t seem like she had 
Bealth Foints. 

That left power representing her mana— Yecause if it was BF, the way she felt indicated 
she should have been losing them, not gaining.

Etretching caused her to wince, and she didn’t want to think about what was going to 
happen to her in the neOt few days. There was no way she’d escape an entire body of sore 
muscles. 

A way to convert power into healing would have been really nice.
“hat about her skills— As soon as the thought came, a second screen appeared to Uoin 

the -rst.
[flassL :scapee]
[Skill SlotsL 4]
[Slotted SkillsL ,mprovised fombat PEank :KM Stealt! PEank :KM Survival fragt-

inR PEank :K]
[WUnitiesL PDemonicKM PBanaK]
[BaRicalL Demonic Wura PEank :K PWctivatedKM Bana Banipulation PEank :K]
[9!ysicalL Darkvision PEank fK PWctivatedK]
[BundaneL ,dentigy PEank :KM niversal Speec! PEank SKM EeadinR PEank WKM 

IritinR PEank K]
Ber eyes widened as she took in the change to her ‘class.’ xscapee— Ehe hadn’t seen any 

notice or anything about it changing, and really, what kind of name for a class was that— 
“hat in the heck did her skills have to do with ‘escapee’ anyway— If anything, shouldn’t 
it have been mage or scholar based on her skills—

Ber eyes slid downward to the second bit of annoying information. The number of her 
skill slots had increased by one, presumably when she’d gained the [Survival fragtinR] 
skill—

Ehe didn’t understand that at all. Did she Uust get a new slot whenever she gained a skill— 
“as there a way to swap them out, and if so, what ezect did that have on the skill—
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xlania bit her lip and studied the screen with a growing frustration. “hy couldn’t 
things be simple—

There had been a message about poison resistance increasing as well, but it wasn’t listed 
anywhere that she could see. “asn’t the entire point of a stupid game system to show the 
user clear indications of their abilities, powers, and attributes—

“here were the simple listings for Etrength, DeOterity, Intelligence, or Rharisma— “as 
the stupid [System] broken for her—

Ehe let out a yawn and suddenly felt eOhausted. Ehe pocketed her dagger and the mana 
shard before using the last remaining robe as a pillow as she curled up on the stone bench. 
It wasn’t comfortable at all, but she needed another nap.

A few seconds later, she was snoring in the Cuiet darkness.



CHAPTER 6 – YOLANI

T he insistent tolling of the morning bell reverberated throughout Neftasu; its 
rhythm as unyielding as the stone edicpes that pom.rised the subterranean pityA Yn 

audible groan espa.ed from ,olani as she stirredA The glint from the massive light stones 
hanging over the pity .ro.er invaded her roomS cnally forping her to roll to the edge of 
her bedA

-he barely managed to untangle her sheets from her legs before they paused a fapewcrst 
enpounter “ith the pool stone !oorA ”-tu.id sheetsG’ she muttered in annoyanpeA

kiven the pityxs remarHably stable ambient tem.eratureS heavy bedding “as more of 
a luDury than a nepessityA Io“everS the sheetsS “ith their envelo.ing softnessS “ere a 
pomfort she “asnxt “illing to go “ithoutA

jes.ite the added diRpulty they pould add to her morning “aHewu. routineA
Et “as Oust that today “as a day to hurryA
Ier bedroom tooH u. one half of the u..er !oor of her fatherxs articpe sho.S and “as 

littered “ith uncnished eD.erimentsS toolsS and failed artifaptsA Ier “ardrobe “as hidden 
in the porner near the .lugged cre.lape that “as never usedS and heavy purtains blopHed 
the peiling height “indo“ holes that had never held glassA

Not that she mindedA They “ere the only appess “ays to the balponyS and sometimes 
she liHed to sit outside and “atph the traRp go through Yrtisan 9o“A Ier fatherxs sho. 
“as at the end of the “ay and had a pommanding vie“ of most of the distriptA

,olani sto..ed in front of her dresser mirrorA Et “as the neatest !at surfape in the roomS 
but that “asnxt saying muphA -he grabbed her “ood pombS one of the fe“ .iepes of “ood 
in the entire buildingS and ran it through her long blapH hair a fe“ timesA Et “as mostly 
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enough to tame her bedheadS but shexd failed to “aHe u. before the bell and she needed 
to hurryA

Ier father “as pounting on her to maHe it to the mana shard auption and get “hat they 
needed to cnish the .roOept for the magistersA They had .aid u. front for the .roOeptS so 
funds for a shard “erenxt a .roblemS they Oust needed one the right si1e at the auptionA

jressing for a day out in the pity re8uired .raptipality above all elseS and ,olani “as 
no stranger to the pityxs demandsA -he sli..ed into her trousersWa set of durable 9alfot 
leather that had seen better days but held u. “ell against the rigors of an aptive articperxs 
lifeA Ier boots “ere made of a sturdier leather and had been repently pleaned and .olishedA 
Et tooH a moment to “orH the many lapesS but shexd never go out “ithout the .roteptive 
foot“earA

Ier blouse “as a sim.le “hite aMairS linen tailored to stretph enough to retain her 
mobility “hile also being breathable and tem.erature regulatingA The pro“ning .iepe 
“asS of pourseS her Yrticpe OapHetWfunptional as it “as stylishA Ier father had gifted it 
to her on her 'Cth birthdayS and it “as made from the sHin of an Yl.ha 9opH -naHeA 
-.orting a do1en .opHets of various si1es that pould hold anythingS a set of loo.s “ould 
maHe parrying any needed tools a handless endeavorA

-he sli..ed her standard parrying .ouphxs shoulder band over her head and tied its 
leather sepurity tie to her beltA Ier articper “and “ent on her other hi.S attaphed by a steel 
phainA The gold .ouph her father had entrusted her Oingled satisfyingly as it “ent into the 
.ouphA -he thumbed the lopHS and it !ared brie!y as the magip sealed the pontents against 
even the pityxs best .ipH.opHetA

,olani eyed her gogglesWas prupial as they “ere for any Yrticper “orth their saltWthey 
“erenxt something shexd “ear if she didnxt “ant to be laughed at outside the distriptA -he 
left them on the tableA Et “asnxt liHe she “as going to “orH on an engine or something 
todayA -he “as going to the -yndipatexs auption houseA

The spent of oil and metal clled the air as she headed do“n the sho.xs stain stair“ell; 
ephoes of plinHing tools greeted her as she entered the “orHsho.A Ier father “as hard at 
“orH re.laping the magipal transduper of one of the mammoth light stones that deporated 
the pity pavernxs peilingA Et d“arfed the manS and the amount of eMort re8uired to bring 
one do“n “as Oust as great as the sHill re8uired to re.air itA

?hiph “as “hy hexd taHen on the luprative pontraptA They had everything needed for 
itS minus a mana shard “hiph “ould .o“er the pontra.tion for another depadeA The 
tinHering .ausedS and he lifted his goggles to looH over his shoulderA
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”3M so lateL’ Ie phided lightlyS standing u. and brushing oM his handsA
Y smile a..eared on her fapeS and she raised her phin slightlyS pa.turing a loose strand 

of her hair and sliding it behind her earA ”jonxt fretG Ienri is su..osed to “alH “ith me 
over thereA’

The mention of Ienri raised an eyebro“A ”,ou Hno“ “hat they say about boysS’ her 
father beganS his teasing belying the paution in his eyesA The hug he “ra..ed around her 
seemed Oust a bit over.roteptiveS tooA

,olani rolled her eyes at the .arental ponpernA This “asnxt a ne“ ponversation; it “as 
one shexd heard many times beforeA Ienri had been appe.ted as one of the members of 
the pity guard and had gro“n u. in the Yrtisan jisx and had been her .laymate sinpe she 
“as liHe4cveA

”9eally no“S’ she retorted before .ulling a“ayS heading for the doorS ”Iexs Oust IenriA 
Iexs harmlessA’

Ys she ste..ed out into the pityxs articpial lightS her fatherxs .arting advipe ephoed in 
her earsS a reminder of the sort of thing you pould cnd in Neftasu if you “erenxt parefulP 
”Fust remember to Hee. your “its about youS es.epially around those -yndipate folHA’

-he nodded absentlyS already antipi.ating the eDpitement of the auptionS and sepuring 
the mana shard they neededA ,et underneath the thrill of res.onsibility and trust her father 
had laid on her “as an uns.oHen tensionA Bife in Neftasu re8uired more than Oust sHillful 
articpe; it demanded a Heen sense of survival and street smarts to avoid being tram.led or 
snared by the sphemes of those looHing to get aheadA

The gentle hum of spattered morning ponversation greeted her as she headed do“n the 
streetA Yrticper 9o“S “ith its orderly array of “orHsho.sS bouti8uesS and middlewplass 
residenpesS lay before herA The air “as clled “ith 8uiet antipi.ation of the dayxs .otenw
tialWof preations yet to be brought to life and deals yet to be strupHA

Ys she .assed by …aster Yrticper 9anolfxs sho.S an a..rentipe o.ened the door and 
s“a..ed the sign to o.en and ,olani “aved and smiledA Ie “aved bapHS blushing furiw
ouslyS before disa..earing insideA -he had no idea “hy the boys “ere so easy to teaseS but 
it .robably had to do “ith her being the only female articper a..rentipe that lived in the 
ro“A

There “ere .lenty of female artisansS but articpe “asnxt a .o.ular .rofession for themA 
,olani had no idea “hyS but it “as liHely the fre8uenpy one bepame povered in maphine 
oilA Et “as hard on the hair unless you tooH good pare of it laterA
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Y part laden “ith su..lies bobbled its “ay in the o..osite direptionS .ulled by stal“art 
looHing “hite 9alfotsA -he gave the teamsters a “ide berth and linHed u. “ith a merpenary 
she repogni1ed going in the same direptionA

The middlewaged man gave her a sus.ipious looHA ”,olaniS “here are you goingL’
”Fust to the gateS then the -yndipate auptionA’ -he gave him a disarming smile and then 

he noddedA
The truth “as the .roteption “asnxt really nepessaryA The Yrtisan jistriptS and Yrtiw

cperxs 9o“ es.epiallyS “ere pom.aratively safe areas in the pityA 6robably sepond only to 
the Noblexs jistript or the kuardxs ortressA ut it “as al“ays good to stay on friendly 
terms “ith the guardsA

The only .roblem “as she had forgotten the manxs name4 if shexd ever Hno“n itA ”,ou 
donxt have a “ife or girlfriend no“S do youL’ The merpenary grou. “asnxt Hno“n for 
attaphmentS so it “as a .retty safe assum.tionA

Ie blinHed at herS then shooH his headA ”N4noA’
That “as eDaptly the reaption she “as looHing for and she parefully slid u. to himS then 

linHed her arm under hisA ”kreatG’
Ie turned beet red for a fe“ minutesS but by the time they reaphed the main entry 

.oint to Yrticper 9o“S hexd returned to normalA -he s.otted Ienri talHing to one of the 
sergeants of the merpenary troo. that maintained the sepurity of the neighborhoodA Ie 
“as one of the ones she liHedP -ergeant IarlopHA

The older man notiped them crstA ”BupasS “hat did E say about running oM “ith the 
lopal girlsL’

,olani laughed and released her esportA ”Ie “as Oust being phivalrousA’
Ier phildhood friendxs eyes lit u. “hen they found hersS but that attrapted the attenw

tion of the merpenaries nearby “ho said something that made Ienri s.utterA ,olani gave 
him a smileS and he straightened and tidied his uniformxs tunipA 

The guard outct “as a fusion bet“een funptional armor and the pity guardxs regaliaS 
neatly “orn and .olished liHe “as re8uired by the very cnipHy guard pa.tainsA The “hite 
and red “as a vibrant pontrast against the merpenary guardxs drab bro“n and darH grayS 
maHing him stand outA That “as the .oint thoughS the pity guard al“ays “anted to stand 
outA

Et “as better bepause no one “ould maHe the mistaHe of hassling themA
,olani moved to reattaph herselfS this time to Ienrixs sideA ”IiiA ThanHs for agreeing 

to go “ith meA ,ou Hno“ ho“ it isA’
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The merpenaries nearby all let out a uniced laughS pausing Ienri to blush cerpelyA 
-omething prass or vulgarS she had no doubtA

”Yl“ays maHing me “aitS’ he teased lightlyA
-he hugged his arm a little tighter and oMered him a smile and a “inHA ”E did a good 

Oob not overslee.ingA’
-ergeant IarlopH laughedS ”TaHing your girlfriend sho..ing no“S ehL’
Y !ush pre.t onto her pheeHsS but “hen ,olani looHed u. to IenriS he had outdone 

herS turning from red to a dee. sparletA -he rolled her eyesA ”Egnore themS’ she advised 
bree1ily before turning her attention bapH to the merpenariesA ”,ou lot better mind your 
mannersG’

The -ergeantxs grin nearly clled his fapeA ”YyeS ayeS .rinpessA ?exll see that your Hingw
dom isnxt disturbedS ye .a.aS and the other articpers .ay us “ell enough for itA’

-he let out an annoyed sound and tugged Ienri a“ay and out into the Yrtisan jistript 
.ro.erA

”Beave it to you to maHe their dayS ,olaniS’ Ienri phupHledA Ie follo“ed her lead 
further into the pityS “hiph 8uipHly bepame muph more pro“dedA

The Yrtisan distript “as “here the praftsmen plass lived and did their “orHS so a litany 
of forges hammering a“ay clled the streetsA 3ther OobsS suph as .late fabripatorsS teDtile 
millsS and every other artisan praft one pould ponpeive of “ere hidden a“ay in the labyrinth 
of branded ro“s and “aysS eaph dedipated to its o“n praftA

They fell into a pomfortable but 8uiet stride as they made their “ay to the neDt distriptS 
“hiph “asnxt too farA -he “as .reoppu.ied “ith thinHing about the u.poming auptionS 
and Ienri didnxt maHe his thoughts Hno“n to herA

Ys they made their “ay to the Jentral …arHetS the atmos.here turned eleptripA -treet 
vendors haggled “ith pustomers over su..osed artifaptsS street .erformers da11led pro“ds 
“ith their enphantmentsS and or.hans darted bet“een the stalls either .artipi.ating in 
games or misphiefA The Haleidospo.e of polor from the foreigners that palled the marHet 
home .ainted the area vibrant shades of polors that “erenxt at all pommon throughout 
the rest of the pityA

-he turned them to“ard the neDt distriptS only for Ienri to resist and .ull them to a 
sto.A -he raised an eyebro“ at himA ”?hatL’

Ie looHed at her appusinglyA ”?here are you goingL’
”IenriS’ she started hesitantlyS ”“e should put through …erpenary jistript4Etxll be 

8uipHerA’
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Ie tensed beside herA The …erpenary jistript “asnxt eDaptly Hno“n for its safetyA 
YptuallyS it served as the pityxs slumS and anyone that “ent into it “ithout a pertain 
amount of “ariness “as liable to not pome bapH out at allA -he pould tell his .roteptive 
instinpts had HipHed in immediatelyA

”Ynd risH running into troubleL The route through the Jonplave distript might be 
longerS but itxs safer4’ Ie fro“ned as his “ords trailed oMA

” ut “exre already putting it ploseS and E panxt be lateS’ ,olani argued bapHA ” esidesS E 
pan handle myselfA’

-he .ulled a“ay and .atted her articpe “andA Et “as fully phargedA ”kuess “hose 
[Mana Manipulation] and [Aether Manipulation] both Oust hit 9anH L’ -he grinned 
“ipHedlyA

Ie shooH his headA ”Thatxs .retty goodS but mage praft doesnxt maHe you invulnerableS 
,olaniA’

-he fro“nedA ”Exm an adultA E donxt need .ermission to go that “ayA’
There “as a tense moment bet“een themS “ith her daring him to try to sto. herA The 

moment she sa“ defeat pross his fapeS she s.oHe crstA ”Exll not only feel a lot saferS but “ill 
be “ith you as an esportA’

Ie sighedA ”YlrightS alrightA ,ou “inA ,our father “ould Hill me if he Hne“ E let you go 
aloneA’

,olani “ent on her ti.toes and Hissed him on the pheeHA ”ThanH youG’
-ome“hat .rediptablyS he turned a shade of red againS elipiting a giggleA



CHAPTER 7 – HIGHEST BIDDER

T he light-hearted banter died as they crossed the threshold into the Mercenary 
District. A half dozen other guardsmen nodded to Henri as they passed by. Trawc 

ko,ed freely bet,een the marIet and the district’ but only under the ,atchful eye of the 
authorities. qf someone ,asnYt dressed the part and tried to pass into one of the other’ 
higher districts’ there ,ould be Ruestions.

volani fro,ned as she tooI in the starI contrast to the orderly chaos of Artisan So,. 
They didnYt maIe it t,o streets before ejidence of pojerty and sicI inhabitants sitting 
homeless on the sides of the street came into jie,. Desperate eyes scrutinized her and 
HenriYs ejery moje ,ith a predatory gleam.

‘he tugged her PacIet tighter around her’ suddenly conscious of ho, her outxt 
screamed E,ealthy artixcer.Y ‘he checIed her ,and for easy access’ Pust in case there ,as 
some trouble.

Olaying [Advanced Identify] ojer those they passed by’ she Iept note of the fe, ,ho 
had higher lejels. ‘he didnYt ,ant to slot the sIill’ so the information ,as Pust basic’ but 
the class titles gaje her a good appro9imation and idea of ,hat they ,ere about.

[Struggling Artisan – Human – Lvl 25]
[Wandering Minstrel – Human – Lvl 28]
[Silent Observer – Human – Lvl 49]
[Orphan – Human – Lvl 7]
[Unemployed – Human – Lvl 32]
[Thug – Human – Lvl 27]
[Beggar – Human – Lvl 19]
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Most ,ere of lo,er lejel and had probably nejer jentured outside of the city. That 
,asnYt to say much. ‘omeoneYs sIill ranIs mattered much more than their class or lejel. 
Any of them could haje a ‘ ranI sIill that ,as dangerous’ and she Iept an eye out for 
anyone getting too close.

Henri ,as similarly jigilant’ but one thing she ,as thanIful for ,as his uniform. ”o 
one in the city messed ,ith the guard. 0jen the gangs and thugs that ran the Mercenary 
District didnYt ,ant a s,arm of them descending on the location to InocI heads. And one 
thing ejery guard had ,as an instant line of communication ,ith the primary guardhouse 
and the ability to relay their position to each other.

WDo you remember ,hen ,e snucI out here as IidsBU volani asIed’ side-stepping a 
puddle in their path.

Henri grunted at the memory’ despite himself. WHo, could q forgetB 'e ,ere nearly 
picI-pocIeted by that gnome.U

Wveah’ but ,ho chased him do,n and got your apple bacIBU
Wvou did’U he admitted begrudgingly. WCut q remember holding onto him until he gaje 

up your coin pouch.U
‘ejeral times she spotted small groups standing at the entrance to an alley or other 

side-street’ eyeing them ,ith glares. ”o one bothered or approached them though’ and 
by the time they made it to the Dungeon District’ volani let out a sigh of relief.

Henri looIed at her and raised an eyebro,. WvouYre the one that ,anted to go that ,ay.U
Wves’ yes. ThanI you for the escort’ again.U volani replied RuicIly.
The guards at the gate into the other district ,ere in the middle of s,apping out ,ith 

their compatriots’ so their presence ,as heajy. The ‘yndicate uniforms ,ere mostly gray 
cloth ,raps ,ith red tasseled caps’ all of it hiding ,hat she suspected ,as chain or leather 
armor underneath.

They ,ere mostly foreigners. The ‘yndicate ,as a multi-national group that ,as 
spread all ojer 0ladu’ at least on the ,estern continent. They had a lot less presence in 
the Jnder,orld’ and ”eftasu’ by relation’ but they ,ere still a force to be recIoned ,ith. 
The cityYs nobility and ruling council didnYt taIe Iindly to outside inkuences’ as far as she 
,as a,are of the city-stateYs politics.

‘till’ they ,ere jery useful and many of the more important imports’ liIe hard,ood 
and surface foods’ ,ould haje been impossible ,ithout the ,ell-guarded and maintained 
carajan routes to the 3jer,orld that they maintained.

volani gaje Henri a smile. W'e made it’ though. All xne.U
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He shot her ,ith an admonishing looI’ but it bounced o4. WFust because nothing 
happened doesnYt mean it couldnYt haje’U he grumbled.

The auction house ,asnYt that far into the district’ and ,hile it had elejated security’ it 
,asnYt anything liIe the d,erjen dungeon that ran deep underneath the city. 'hen they 
reached the pajilion Pust outside the large stone building’ she stopped and turned to,ard 
him.

Wq donYt ,ant to taIe up your entire day’ and qYje no idea ho, long the auction ,ill 
actually be. qYll head bacI through the conclaje’ so you donYt haje to ,orry.U volani 
o4ered. Cefore he could respond’ she reached up and gaje him another Iiss on the cheeI. 
Maybe she ,as ojerdoing it’ because someho,’ he managed not to blush this time.

He still looIed e9tremely uncomfortable’ ,hich elicited a little laugh.
WqLqYm glad to hear that. qf you need any help again’ Pust send a message.U Henri 

stammered.
‘he nodded and headed into the thin cro,d outside the auction house’ stopping and 

,ajing goodbye after a short distance. There ,as al,ays a cro,d of people to ,atch the 
auction’ but most of them ,erenYt actual participants. ‘he headed to a small’ non-descript 
side entrance. A guard stationed there fro,ned and raised his hand’ halting her.

W‘top’U he ordered before gesturing to the t,o main doors that ,ere propped open. 
WOublic entrance is ojer there.U

Wq Ino,. qYm a participant’U she replied’ fetching a small pendant out of her tool bag. 
The piece of Pe,elry had the ‘yndicateYs sigil engrajed on its siljer polished surface and 
the man stood up straighter and tooI it from her. He pulled out a small ,and and ,ajed 
it ojer the metal’ causing a small blue glo, to emanate from the engrajingYs groojes.

volani smiledG she made engrajings liIe that all the time. They ,ere ejen fun’ at least 
,hen someone ,asnYt posting an order for a thousand of them.

He nodded’ then handed it bacI to her. W‘orry’ MaYam. ;anYt be la9 about the security.U
‘he nodded’ and he opened the door and let her in. The atmosphere inside ,as radically 

di4erent’ and as the door shut behind her’ the sounds of the city ,ere muted. The 
stone enjironment ,as plastered ,ith fabric tapestries that projided a lijed-in ,armth 
to the large building’ and the burgundy carpets and dimmer lighting made the place 
feelLarcane.

MaIing her ,ay do,n the hall and to the auction chamber’ she found she ,as jery 
late. ”early all the seats had been taIen’ and she had to accept a standing position near 
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the bacI of the hall. qt ,asnYt usual that things ,ere so pacIed. The bench seating for the 
public ,as on the second lejel’ and it ,as similarly pacIed.

A fe, seconds after she settled in’ the kamboyantly dressed auctioneer arrijed on the 
main stage under the glo, of multiple light spells’ illuminating him and t,o men ,ho 
carried a sRuare pedestal ,ith a cloth cojering hiding a jaluable item underneath. An 
e9pectant hush fell ojer the room as ejeryoneYs attention focused on both the man and 
the hidden good he ,ould present.

—rom monster cores glo,ing ,ith residual energy’ to peculiar-looIing artefacts har-
jested from deep ,ithin ”eftasuYs labyrinthine d,erjen dungeon’ all the items that 
,ould be presented held potential jalue for the di4erent bidders that had assembled.

W1adies and Kentlemen’U he began’ his arms s,eeping ,ide in a grand gesture. WTo-
day’ ,e haje gathered for an e9clusije collection of items harjested from our jery o,n 
labyrinthine dungeon beneath ”eftasu.U

As he spoIe’ the t,o attendants unjeiled the xrst item up for bidding. volani immedi-
ately recognized the large’ glo,ing orb as a high-Ruality monster core. The residual energy 
pulsed jisibly’ proof of its potential use as a catalyst.

vet she ,asnYt interested in it. qt ,as a DraIe ;ore’ ,hich ,as perfect if someone 
,anted to maIe an artixce forge or other source of heat’ but that ,asnYt ,hat she ,as 
looIing for.

W1adies and Kentlemen’ before you is an e9ceptionally high Ruality DraIe ;ore’ 
harjested from an 0lder —ire DraIe. The heat that it can channel ,hen properly crafted 
,ill be unmatched2 1et the bidding start at xje small golds2U

A hand shot up almost instantly’ taIing the o4er only to be outbid immediately:the 
jalue incrementally increasing as bids ,ent kying until it ,as xnally sold o4 for xje large 
golds. qt ,as an e9ceptionally large amount for a monster core considering that it ,ould 
need a lot of artixce ,orI to be useful’ but if the auctioneer had been honest about its 
Ruality’ then it ,as liIely ,orth it to someone running an industrial forge or smithy.

”e9t came a pair of enchanted obsidian daggers’ ,hich ,ent for ejen more. A strange 
map ,ith glo,ing sigils detailed the insides of the upper koors of the d,erjen ruins and 
,ent for ten large golds. ”one of it ,as ,hat she ,as interested in. After the xfth item’ 
she began to feel an9ious. ”ormally the auctions ,ere xlled ,ith mana shards’ the most 
common item sold’ but so far there had been none.

The ewcient ‘yndicate members ran the proceedings smoothly’ but she could tell that 
there ,as an undercurrent of confusion throughout the cro,d. qt ,asnYt Pust her that ,as 
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after the mana shards. Ten items ,ent’ then xfteen. Cidding slo,ed and eagerness died as 
anticipation for some e9planation for the lacI of mana shards built.

The si9teenth item nearly caught her attention. qt ,as a loaded artixcer ,and ,ith 
built in defensije auras that ,ere self-po,ered by the userYs o,n mana. That ,as rare 
for artifacts:most of them reRuired mana shards to empo,er and direct conjersion of 
human mana to artixce po,er ,as nearly impossible.

‘he ,anted it Pust so she could taIe it apart and xgure out ho, it ,orIed. vet getting 
the mana shard for the light stone proPect ,as critical and she held bacI. The ,and ,ent 
for a single large gold’ ,hich ,as a stupid steal’ considering ho, a,esome it ,as.

As it ,as carried o4 the stage’ no ne, item arrijed’ and the auctioneer cleared his 
throat’ creating an e9pectant silence throughout the room once again.

W1adies and Kentlemen. qYm sure youYje noticed by no,’ but the ‘yndicate is afraid to 
inform you that todayYs auction is dry of mana shards. —ear not’ ho,ejer’ for ,e haje 
one high-Ruality shard ajailable for bidding today. qt is liIely to be the only one for the 
rest of the month due to supply diwculties.U As soon as the man ,as xnished ,ith his 
announcement’ an uproar from the bidders e9ploded.

volani tried to hammer do,n her o,n panic ,hile guards bristled and stood resolute 
against the outrage. Most of those assembled for bidding ,ere higher middle class’ or ejen 
a fe, nobles’ so she doubted the guards ,anted trouble ,ith them.

'hen the auctioneer cleared his throat’ they xnally Ruieted do,n’ his joice slicing 
through the room. WDue to supply issues in the dungeon’U he began’ his tone apologetic 
yet xrm’ Wthere is but one mana shard for this ,eeIYs auction.U

He reached out and remojed the cloth cojering the mana shard. volani actijated her 
[Advanced Identify] sIill and peered at it closely.

[Mana Shard (Condensed) 888/888]
qt ,as a mid-grade stone’ and probably the lo,est Ruality and lo,est po,er lejel that 

they could get a,ay ,ith for the light stone proPect. That seemed lucIy. qt ,as larger than 
normal’ and ,ouldnYt ejen xt in her pocIet’ so that ,as annoying’ but once installed’ that 
,ouldnYt liIely matter much for her application.

W1et us start the bidding’ then. eep in mind that this is liIely the last stone the auction 
,ill see for some time2 1etYs start ,ith one large gold2U The auctioneerYs enthusiasm ,as 
the polar opposite of dread xlling volaniYs stomach.
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A large goldB The mana shard shouldnYt haje gone for more than sejeral small golds2 
‘he raised her hand in a panic. ‘till’ she had come ,ell prepared’ and her father had 
entrusted her ,ith forty small golds in her pouch. W3ne large and xje small golds2U

WT,o large golds2U
volani eyed her opponent ,ith a panic’ but before she could bid again’ someone else 

shouted another bid.
WThree large golds2U
‘he raised her hand again. W—our large gold2U That ,as ejerything she had.
A second later she felt liIe doom had arrijed. W—ije large golds2U
qf she had a seat’ she ,ould haje sat do,n. 'hat ,as she supposed to doB The 

‘yndicate ,as the only source of mana shards’ and if they ,erenYt ajailable’ then the 
proPect ,ould be a failure. Her fatherYs entire shop could be at risI’ depending on ,hat 
penalties the contract stipulated.

The bidding continued all the ,ay up to xfteen large golds. qt ,as a preposterous sumG 
sheYd bought a stone of much higher Ruality for a tenth of that price Pust a ,eeI earlier2

The auction ,as promptly brought to a close’ ,hich hammered Pust ho, astray things 
had gone. The entire city ran on mana shards’ if there ,as a massije shortage liIe the 
auctioneer alluded to’ there ,ould be trouble. Sather than gije up hope and panic’ volani 
turned and headed out. ‘he ,asnYt sure ho, ,idespread the ne,s ,as’ yet.

qt ,as the xrst time she had heard of a shortage’ but she suspected that after todayYs 
auction that ne,s ,ould run ,ild. Cut maybe if she hurried’ she could xnd someone still 
o4ering one for sale.

‘he Ine, Pust the place’ as much as she hated the shopIeepers there  the noble districtYs 
EartixcersY ,ho sold marIed up artifacts and artixces for highly marIed up prices to the 
nobility ,ho cared more for ,hat ,as in jogue than function.

‘he noticed others leajing RuicIly as ,ell. That added a spring to her step.
They probably had the same idea.
The Ino,ledge of the mana shard shortage ,as going to spread liIe ,ildxre.



CHAPTER 8 – DESPERATE MEASURES

M orning had ended and the light stones overhead had reached their maximum 
intensity as set by the city’s day and night cycle. The Noble’s District straddled 

the line between the Conclave District and Mercenary District, not too far from the City 
Guard’s fortress and the Artisan District. There weren’t any direct access ways from the 
poorer slums to it. A series of deep chasms acted as a moat, and the stone archways that 
lead over to the prestigious district were heavily guarded and watched.

Yolani took the path through the Conclave District to reach it, which meant she had 
to go across one of the more scenic bridges. The city’s massive underground river weaved 
its way below, and a cascade of several waterfalls kept the bridge under a constant barrage 
of cool mist. People had nicknamed the bridge the ‘Slip of Death’ because of just how 
dangerous that could be.

A city janitor was hard at work scrubbing the stones down to prevent anything slimy 
from growing on it, but she barely had the mind to pay heed to the uncared-for sections 
of the walkway. The guards took in her class and outHt and decided she had business in 
the district, so she didn’t have to stop and get a pass.

The district was highly vertical, forming an hourglass shape. Rer destination, the 
Noble District’s ‘ArtiHcer Iow’, was on one of the lowest mid-levels.

;n her opinion, giving any of the inhabitants of the district the title of ‘ArtiHcer’ was 
a massive stretch. As soon as she had reached the Hrst level, the ostentatious display of 
wealth and power was on full display in the form of expensive mage works and artiHces 
shining a bright spotlight on the main pathE presumably illuminating any who dared 
approach or seek to climb the noble’s personal fortress inside the city.
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Care had been taken to hide the murder holes and barricades that would have turned 
any mob’s assault or attempt to storm up the district to murder their ‘betters’ would have 
been a massacre. ;t was a throwback to the city’s storied past and had little use in the 
current day and age. qor sure the defenses were archaic, there would be enough people in 
any said mob with enough knowledge and expertise to level them Buickly.

A single set of artiHced cannons Winging Hreball spelled shells using smoke powder 
would probably do the trick.

?ut the city’s opponents and strife mostly came from the outside now.
Yolani tugged her artiHce jacket closed as a shiver ran down her spine. “ould a mana 

shard shortage threaten that”
Rer legs began to burn at her pace, and by the time she reached the Hfth level of the 

spiraling district, she’d reached her destination. A small upward slanted street curved o— 
the main promenade, Washy shop-signs and storefronts set out to lure wealthy gentry into 
their doors. There were very few people out and about as she crossed under the sign the 
proudly proclaimed that she’d entered the 'ArtiHce “ay.5

Yolani had no intention of being choosey on the shop and entered the Hrst one. 
;ntricate gold leaf adorned the door and display window, which hinted at rows and rows 
of plush velvet pillowed display cases o—ering a multitude of magical jewelry and other 
items. As soon as she crossed the threshold, there was certainly plenty of artiHce on display 
for saleE she was sure that some of it had probably even been made in her own father’s 
shop, purchased for reselling by the merchant that ran the store.

Summoned by the bell at the door, the shop owner appeared, but she could see the 
disappointment cross his face when he saw she wasn’t a noblewoman.

'Do you have any many shards for sale”5 Yolani asked Buickly.
The man looked at her for a moment, then shook his head. 'A lord was in just an hour 

ago who bought out my entire stock.5
She thanked him and extracted herself from the shop Buickly. That was not the kind of 

thing she had wanted to hear. As she stepped back into the street, panic washed over her 
as reality settled inéno mana shard meant no completion of their commissioned project 
on time, which would potentially lead to severe penalties. She wasn’t sure what would 
happen to their workshop, one that she and her father had invested everything into.

The project hadn’t been particularly hard, but she wanted to curse her dad for accept-
ing something with so much risk. Re should have let a larger shop like Ianolf’s handle it, 
and they could have just continued on making smaller gadgets and toys for the rich.
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An impending sense of doom Hlled her as she tried shop after shop with the same 
results as the Hrst. Ralfway through the district, she unslotted her [Street Smarts] 
and [ArticCe] in favor of [Mrisis nagaNemegt] and [oeNdtiatidg]. The e—ects were 
immediate, and her panic began to subside. She should have done that earlier, but there 
was no use in worrying about it.

Oven if it didn’t result in an immediate improvement, it deHnitely helped her deter-
mination to go through every shop in the row. And [oeNdtiatidg] meant that she was 
treated at least a little better, even if the e—ects were incredibly subtle because she’d never 
leveled the skill much. ;t was still only Iank D.

Near the end of the line of artiHce shops, she found one that was tucked away in 
a corner, partially hidden by the neighboring shop’s outer d7cor. Despite the secluded 
nature of the shop, she found that there was already another patron inside, browsing the 
shop’s displays. She hurried slightly and the skinny shopkeeper raised an eyebrow at her 
as she reached the shop’s counter. 'Can ; help you, miss”5

';’m looking for a mana shard, at least medium density. Current charge isn’t an issue.5 
Yolani replied Buickly.

Re looked at her and grunted before nodding. '; have one,5 he admitted. '?ut they’ve 
been selling Buickly the last few days. ;’m not sure when another batch will get in.5

Yolani’s eyes lit up instantly. 'Can ; examine it” ;’m interested.5
Re nodded politely, then went to the shop’s back wall and opened a built-in wall safe 

that was secured by a spell ward. She only had one slot cooldown free for the rest of the 
day but immediately swapped out [Mrisis nagaNemegt] for [AvIagCev fvegtiyh].

The shopkeeper returned carrying a small, felt lined container. 9pening it revealed a 
medium-si ed mana shard nestled atop the soft fabric. ';t won’t be cheap,5 he warned.

'May ; examine it, please”5 Yolani asked. Re nodded, and she reached forward to 
examine the stone.

She had not brought her ArtiHce lens, but [AvIagCev fvegtiyh] meant they weren’t 
needed. She could clearly see the Wow lines running through the stone as she peered at it 
closely, and as she examined its entire surface, she found no abnormalities or fractures.

[naga S(arv )MdgvegsevR]
[:arithD :are]
[uegsithD neviPm]
[wd9erD 85/1026 ]
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A sigh escaped her lips as she ran her Hngers over the polished crystal. ;t was actually a 
nicer specimen than the one at the auction. ;t was a Buarter of the si e and had a better 
storage capacity.

';’ll take it.5 She declared without hesitation, causing the shopkeeper to raise an 
eyebrow at her Buick decision.

'The price is two large golds,5 he said cooly while watching Yolani’s reaction closely.
Rer [oeNdtiatidg] skill began to tingle across the back of her neck, urging her to 

haggle and get the price down, and not give away just how desperate she was for the stone. 
“asn’t that the entire point of her slotting the skill, anyway” To help her negotiate”

Something bit at her, though, telling her not to listen. To get the transaction over as 
Buickly as possible and make it back home safely.

'That’s a lot, but this suits my needs perfectly. ;’ll take it.5 Yolani answered Buickly. She 
pulled out twenty of her small golds and placed them on the counter for him to count 
before Buickly stashing the mana shard into her pouch. The shopkeeper looked annoyed 
at how fast she’d hidden away his merchandise, but that disappeared when he Hnished 
counting and conHrming the authenticity of her gold.

';’m surprised you didn’t haggle,5 the man murmured thoughtfully.
Yolani smiled weakly at him. '; really need this stone.5
Re placed the coins in the box and then walked them back to the safe while looking 

over his shoulder at her. 'The Auction Rouse has them much cheaper.5
'There was some problem with their supply today. My father needs the shard to 

complete a project before the next one.5 She answered honestly. '; don’t think this one 
was just the last one in your shop. ;t might have been the last one in the entire row.5

Re raised an eyebrow. '; should have charged you double then.5
The shop’s bell rang as the other patron left Buietly, then the shopkeeper brought her 

a small slip holding the details of the transaction along with the shop’s seal.
Yolani wasn’t sure why she was suddenly being so honest. '; would have paid it.5
The man grunted and gave her the slip. 'A deal’s a deal. ?ut you should be careful on 

your way home. ;f what you say is true, there’s likely to be trouble.5
Ris words mirrored her earlier thoughts, and she thanked him again and headed out. 

There was no Buick shortcut out of the Noble District that was public and she needed to 
go all the way back down the spiral and then through the Conclave District and back to 
the Artisan District. Reeding the shopkeeper’s advice, she did not dawdle.

Ralfway back down, she started to feel stupid for feeling so harried.
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Ralfway back down, a Hgure emerged from a narrow alleyway ahead, blocking her 
pathéa soldier adorned with unfamiliar livery, but clearly an armsman for some noble 
house. Ris attention was focused on her, and she skidded to a stop and turned like a 
startled rabbit.



CHAPTER 9 – ARTIFICER’S 
DETERMINATION

Y olani scanned the man as she turned to bolt, a quick info card appearing informing 
her of his class and level.

[Bodyguard - Human – Lvl 140]
A second soldier was behind her and reached forward and grabbed her shoulder. 

“Going somewhere in a rush?” He asked gruyj, while grabbing the fabric of her leather 
’acket. His half helmet failed to hide the manSs rough features and scars, and the foulness 
of his breath washed over her face, Wlling her with a pricklj anger.

[Armsman - Human – Lvl 155]
;he pulled against his grasp, but his grip was strong. “zho are jou? zhat the fuck do 

jou want?”
;he quicklj glanced aroundT there was an alarming lack of citj guards in the stairwell 

section, while other citiIens purposefullj ignored the altercation. Lhat was so in line with 
the inhabitants of the citj, it made her sick.

He chuckled at her but didnSt answer as a third man appeared from the allej, this one 
richlj dressed. Dt wasnSt a surprise when identifj revealed he was some tjpe of noble.

[Noble - Human – Lvl 32]
Lhe tone of the nobleSs voice immediatelj set her on edge. “Young ladj, D believe jou 

have acquired something through vile deceit. Dt would be in jour best interest to return 
it immediatelj.”

“D donSt have anjthing of jours.” Yolani hissed, then looked up at the guard holding 
her. “Eet go of me, now.”
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Lhe guardsman laughed, and the noble continued. “Cow, now. D knew D recogniIed 
jou from the auction. You must be desperate to have resorted to such underhanded tactics 
as scamming that poor, noble shopkeeper. Nj servant reported jou took his last shard for 
a tinj price.”

“D bought it from him fairlj‘” Yolani protested.
“Ah,” the noble waved a dismissive hand, as if swatting awaj her protestation like an 

annojing insect. “Berhaps not -wringS bj a base commoner standard.” He paused for 
dramatic e:ect before continuing, “xut it ’ust so happens that D need that mana shard 
much more than jou do. ;o please avoid a scene and me having to order mj men to beat 
it out of jou.”

“DSm sure the citj guards wouldnSt appreciate jour threats.” ;he shot back. Lhej were 
standing in broad dajlight, surrounded bj public witnesses. Oven though all of them were 
still blatantlj annojing the scene, probablj because thej recogniIed a noble was involved.

“Nj dear girl,” he said, meeting her ejes with a vile smile. “Lhis is the Coble MistrictT 
common trash like jou have no rights here.”

Lhere was a tinge of truth to his cruel words, but a Coble acting like a common thug 
wasnSt something that the guard was likelj to ignore. Lhat was more for the slums in the 
Nercenarj Mistrict, where their presence was minimal. Najbe he had bribed the guards 
to look the other waj, but there was no waj thejSd ignore battle.

;heSd burned all her skill reRslots earlier in the daj, which meant she had to use what 
she had on hand. Lhankfullj, she never unslotted her two primarj skills0 [Mana Manip-
ulation] and [Aether Manipulation] and she was verj conWdent in their usage.

Her other combat skills still counted at half a:ect even though thej werenSt slotted, 
and she felt her entire bodj rela5 as she came to grips that she was not going to ’ust give 
up the mana shard to this man and his thugs.

Lhe armsman seemed to recogniIe the second she decided to Wght back, and his hand 
clamped down on her shoulder painfullj as he reached out to grab her other wrist.

He was too slow.
Her hand fell straight down to her wand, and she didnSt even have to point it at him 

to blast him with a ma5imum strength blast of wind.
He didnSt éj o: the level like she had intended, probablj using some skill to stand his 

ground, but he was blown back towards the edge.
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Lhe bodjguard stepped in front of his noble and raised a miniature crossbow at her 
and Wred. Lhis time she raised her artiWce wand and deéected the pro’ectile up toward the 
citj cavernSs ceiling with a plate of hardened Aether.

Lhat distraction was enough to give the armsman time to draw his blade and charge. 
;he raised her wand to meet his slash, creating an attraction between the metal and her 
wand tip. Lhe two weapons collided, and the poorRqualitj steel in the sword vibrated for 
a tenth of a second before shattering into a thousand metal shards to the hilt.

Yolani directed those into the manSs face and armor, and whatever defensive skill he had 
didnSt work. His shrieks attracted the attention of a passerbj, sending them screaming for 
the guards.

Lhe bodjguard cocked his weapon and aimed at her again. ;he sco:ed and used a pulse 
of wind to drag his companion into the path of the boltT the metal making a wet squelch 
as it buried itself into the manSs side. ;he shoved him down the slope and the men collided 
and went into an uncontrolled roll down the promenade.

Lhe noble, somewhat predictablj, looked utterlj shocked. Dn a panic, he began to draw 
a magic sigil in the air, some tjpe of o:ensive magic. As he Wnished his spell, he let out a 
shriek, “Meathlj xinding‘”

9alling out the name of a spell was e5tremelj clich3, when it was so obviouslj not 
needed for the spell itself. 9hains of glowing mana formed above his head, which was 
more concerning. Lhej shot forward violentlj as he pointed at her.

;he did not know what the spell actuallj was but her [Mana Manipulation] was more 
than high enough to pick the spellSs sigils apart from afar and cause the chains to freeIe 
midRair and then e5plode down their lengths in reverse, setting the man on Wre. 

He screeched his waj into a sprint toward the levelSs edge.
;everal new heavilj armed Wgures appeared from around the corner. “9itj Guard‘ 

…reeIe‘”
Yolani dropped her wand to hang on its chain, but the noble didnSt listen verj well and 

ran right o: the edge, eliciting a litanj of curses from the guards.
Lhej bound her hands behind her back promptlj and then forced her to sit on the 

streetSs edge. A healer helped the two soldiers, who immediatelj begin throwing a stream 
of accusations her waj. zhen a guard Wnallj escorted a singed but healed noble up to the 
investigation, all three ejes settled on her.

Lhe nobleSs furious ranting about assault, theft, and conspiracj would have been more 
serious if his stupid hat wasnSt still smoldering, at least in her opinion.
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zhen a guard Wnallj came to hear her side of the storj, he had to haul her o: to the 
entrance of an allej.

He glared at her, obviouslj alreadj having taken a side. “;tart talking.”
All the waiting had given her plentj of time to recount her side of the storj. Dt probablj 

wasnSt as good as if sheSd kept [Crisis Management] slotted, but it wasnSt the wild 
ravings of the noble, at least.

Lhe calmness in her voice surprised her probablj as much as it did the guard. xj the 
time she had Wnished recounting everjthing she could remember, she had his full attenR
tion. Although that might have simplj been the fact that she wasnSt a simple commoner, 
and her fatherSs membership in the ArtiWce guild placed her Wrmlj in the upper echelons 
of the middle class.

zith more than enough funds to hire a lawful proprietor to defend her in the citjSs 
courts. Ospeciallj when there had been plentj of witnesses to the entire thing, and a noble 
assaulting a joung ladj on her business in the middle of the daj likelj was terrible optics 
for whichever watch lieutenant was in charge of the district.

Banic started to overtake her mustered courage. Lhe Wght and confrontation hadnSt 
actuallj taken that long, but she had to grab her hand to stop it from shaking. ;he had 
one last trump card to plaj, even if she hated using it like that. “Nj friend Henri is a 
watchmen in the Artisan MistrictSs Lhird Fegiment, ArtiWcer Fow 9ompanj 9. D would 
like it if jou could chime him to come here, he should still be on dutj for a few more 
hours.”

Lhat more than anjthing else had an immediate e:ect and the condescending e5R
pression on the guardsmanSs face éashed into a oneRhundred percent neutral. “YouSre 
friends?”

“zeSre verj close.” Yolani conWrmed, without e5plaining more, allowing the guard to 
take his own interpretation.

Lhe manSs ejes glaIed over into a éat graj for a second, a common e5pression that sheSd 
seen plentj of times before. Dt was the spell the guard used to contact each other through 
the citjSs web waj network that powered the maps and clock that all the citiIens used to 
keep track of things.

;ince sheSd given him Came, Fegiment, and 9ompanj, that was e5actlj enough inforR
mation for him to contact Henri directlj. Df things hadnSt been so dire, she would have 
felt bad for bothering him after alreadj using him as an escort earlier in the daj.
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A few seconds later, the manSs eje color returned, and his e5pression softened. “Your 
friend is on the waj, miss. Lhe watch lieutenant is on the waj to sort through the mess, 
and jou shouldnSt have to worrj about jour safetj anjmore, so jou can calm down.”

“Ahh. Ah, thank jou.” Yolani reached up and wiped her ejes. ;he wasnSt sure whj her 
ejes had begun to water.

Lhe guard had her turn around and released her cu:s, then told her to please sit back 
down and wait. ;he did so, watching the commotion down the street the noble was still 
making. zhen the guard sheSd been talking to started talking to the guards whoSd been 
dealing with the man, the screeching somehow managed to intensifj.

Lhe armsman and bodjguard were suddenlj hauled onto their feet then led awaj, still 
in their cu:s. zhen one of the guards brought out a magical gag and silenced the noble, 
she knew that the man had been full of shit and pu:edRup importance. A minor noble, 
then. Lhej wouldnSt have dared treat anjone higher ranked like that, even for the girl of 
one of their own.

Felief Wlled her and the cramp in the muscles in her side released.
Lime seemed to stretch out as she waited nervouslj. xj the time he appeared around 

the corner, sheSd calmed her heart and nerves down a bit. ;till, she shot to her feet 
immediatelj.

“Yolani,” He greeted her with concern etched on his face before looking back at the 
restrained noble who was now receiving a lecture from the guard lieutenant, a noble 
himself. “zhat happened?”

;he frowned and crossed her arms. “Mid thej tell jou alreadj?”
He nodded, but it was clear he wanted more. “Lhej gave me a summarj of what jou 

told them.”
“DtSs that. D bought the mana shard from the shop. 'n the waj back home, thej tried 

to rob me of it. 9an jou please take me home?” Yolani asked.
He looked her over more carefullj. “Lhej said jou werenSt hurt?”
;he looked awaj. “DSm not. D ’ust want to go home.”
“Eet me go talk to the other guards.” Henri told her.
;he nodded and leaned against the stone wall. And waited. And waited more.
zhen he Wnallj arrived, she felt numb, like sheSd spent all her mental energj.
xut he had a weak smile on his face that promised good news. “Lhe shopkeeper 

conWrmed jour storj, as well as the witnesses. Lhe Eieutenant said jouSre free to go, but 



MON'C4; A;9OCL 2

nothing is likelj to happen to the noble. HeSs the son of the Eord of House …archet, and 
thejSre going to burj this.”

Her chest tightened. 'f course nothing was going to happen to him. ;tupid nobles. “D 
donSt care as long as thej leave me alone. 9an we go?”

Henri nodded and put his arm around her shoulder. ;he didnSt ob’ect and leaned into 
him. Dt was actuallj sort of nice. Cice enough to ignore the daggers, the noble stared into 
her on the waj down.

Lhe rest of the trip went bj quicklj, and she surrendered all their safetj to Henri as she 
Ioned out. zhen thej suddenlj were in front of her fatherSs shop, it was a surprise. He 
was waiting for them, waiting on the porch, smoking one of his pipes.

Yolani released her escort and rushed to him and hugged him before beginning to sob. 
He patted her on the back reassuringlj. “Lhere, there. DtSs alright,” he paused, then looked 
over at Henri who swallowed. 

“Mo D need to kill this joung man?” her father asked.
;he shook her head. “Co no, Bapa. Henri helped me. D got the mana shard.”
“LhatSs mj girl. You did well. EetSs go inside and talk about what happened,” he said. 

Eooking at Henri, the two men nodded to each other.
;he gave him a parting thanks and wave before following her father inside.
zhen she saw the workshop, she wished she hadnSt and froIe in the doorwaj. “zhat 

have jou done?” Yolani hissed.
Her father looked at her with a perple5ed e5pression.
Lwo e5tra light stones were lajing neatlj beside the Wrst near her fatherSs crafting tableT 

their seeminglj innocent inner radiance glowing ominouslj while thej sat there as if 
mocking her with their presence.



CHAPTER 10 – ECOSYSTEM

T he feeling of Fire and Water was all-encompassing.

As Elania slowly regained consciousness, the brst sensation she had was of veing 
co;ered in a copious amount of sweat’ if someone had told her theyjd kust bshed her out 
of a laHe, shejd ha;e velie;ed them. Ser rove was soaHed thoroughly and dripped onto the 
zoor.

As she sat up, her heart pounded in her chest liHe shejd run a marathon, and e;ery hea;y 
vreath felt liHe bre lea;ing her lungs. Ser entire vody was zushed with heat, liHe she had 
a deadly, crippling fe;er.

?o why did it feel so ama…ingM All the pain that she had fallen asleep with had disap-
peared, and when she checHed her sides, the vruises were gone. Ser feet felt bne.

?tanding up felt liHe she weighed nothing. ?he pulled out the items in her pocHets and 
then disroved so she could wring the article out’ it made little sense, there was no way she 
could ha;e sweated that much, and the fear of not veing avle to water wasO mitigatedM A 
little stream of her sweat had zowed out of the room, then down the stairs.

Dagic. Ir weird Nemon related things. 't had to ve that, otherwise, shejd ha;e veen a 
shri;eled-up husH.

?he wiped herself down, vut sweat formed almost immediately. Whate;er was causing 
it, she still had the sensation of veing on bre.

Was it related to the message avout poisonM Sad sheOsweated it all out or somethingM
?he pulled up her [Status] and was shocHed vy the do…ens of messages that had 

apparently arri;ed while she was asleep.
[Your body is reaching the limits of its capacity for power!]
[Your body has reached the limit of its capacity for power!]
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[Find a stronger body or reduce your current power!]
[Your body has exceeded the limit of its capacity for power!]
[You have gained a Rank in Demonic Aura!]
[Your body is experiencing slight thermal degradation!]
[Your body has expelled impurities!]
[Your body is slightly adapting.]
[You have gained a level in Darkvision!]
[Due to your excess power, your body is exceeding its limits!]
[Your body is experiencing thermal degradation!]
[Your body has expelled impurities!]
[Your body is slightly adapting.]
[Due to your excess power, your body is exceeding its limits!]
[Your body is experiencing thermal degradation!]
[Your body has expelled impurities!]
[Your body is slightly adapting.]
[You have gained a Rank in Demonic Aura!]
[Due to your excess power, your body is exceeding its limits!]
[Your body has greatly exceeded the limit of its capacity for power!]
[Find a stronger body or reduce your current power!]
't tooH her a few seconds to taHe it all in. At some point, her [Power] had o;erzowed 

and caused her toO thermally degradeM Rlus adaptM Ser idea that shejd veen sweating out 
the poison, whate;er it was, seemed to ve on the nose, too.

There wasnjt e9actly an e9planation for where all the water she had sweated out had 
come from, though.

[Status: Elania Reyes]
[Level 5 Lesser Demon (Summoned Potency 9999+)]
[Karma: 12345]
[Power: 168/112]
[Perks: (Summoned from Another World!)] 
[Class: Escapee]
[Skill Slots: 3]
[Slotted Skills: Improvised Combat (Rank E), Stealth (Rank E), Survival Craft-

ing (Rank E)]
[AMnities: (Demonic), (Bana)]
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[Bagical: Demonic Aura (Rank C) (Activated), Bana Banipulation (Rank E)]
[Physical: Darkvision (Rank U) (Activated)]
[Bundane: Identify (Rank E), Gniversal Speech (Rank S), Reading (Rank A), 

Writing (Rank U)]
Ser [Demonic Aura] and [Darkvision] had gone up kust liHe the messages had 

indicated, vut why those two sHills in particular had veen e‘ected, she wasnjt sure. Dayve 
it was the adaptationM

't was clear that her [Power] stat was responsivle, vut why was it going up liHe it wasM 
The ma9imum le;el of it had e;en increased, vut she hadnjt e;en bgured out how to use 
it herselfV

Where the fucH was a manual when she needed oneM
't was provavly self-e9planatory to someone who was a nati;e. The thought vrought 

her the mental image of a class full of children veing taught what their status screens 
meant. ?ince she was imported, she would ha;e veen happy with a vrief RNF.

An alarming thought wiped the funny picture away. There was some sort of normal 
ci;ili…ation or something with schools around somewhere, rightM 'f shejd veen dumped 
into some dystopian hellholeO

Elania winced. ?hejd feel almost right at home, rightM Papitalistic Earth wasnjt such a 
great place. Then againO

?he e9pelled an angry sigh. This line of thinHing wasnjt helping, and shejd deal with 
things as she encountered them. Wasting energy on it in a sur;i;al situation was surely a 
vad idea.

[Crisis Banagement Rank E has been unlocked.]
Ser eye twitched. Apparently, vattling herself inside her head was enough to earn a 

sHill. ?he noted it was not slotted liHe the pre;ious ones. Nid that mean she was limited to 
three slotted sHillsM

Elania rolled her arms and stretched. ?he still felt liHe she was still vurning up on the 
inside, vut other than that, she felt vetter than e;er. The sweating had slowed down vut 
was still present. ?he suspected it would provavly not stop until either the poison was all 
gone or her [Power] stat was under control.

E;erything appeared more ;i;id in the darH, e;en without the mana shard to light her 
way. That was debnitely from her increased [Darkvision] sHill. ?he slipped her slightly 
dried rove vacH on and pocHeted her shard and dagger vefore heading up the ne9t set of 
stairs.
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The treH up the stairs was no less voring than the brst time, vut it was much less 
arduous. When she reached a second landing, there was e;en an e9tra spring in her step as 
she pushed herself to power climv faster. When she reached a slide of ruvvle, she kumped 
the entire section in a single leap. The feeling of veing super light was liverating, e;en if 
deep down she felt an itch of concern.

Sow else was her vody changingO 8adapting.j
The constant stream of cool air worHing its way downward continued and felt ama…ing 

against her sHin. 't certainly helped with the vurning feeling that was still blling her.
When the brst signs of light seeping down from avo;e appeared, she paused, thinHing 

that shejd somehow dropped her mana shard. When she reali…ed that wasnjt it, she 
carefully ascended while trying to suppress her an9iousness.

There was a small stone arch and landing as she stepped out into an entirely di‘erent 
world. qivrant greens and vlues were a feast for her eyes as she tooH in the sight of the 
thicH moss and other ca;e zora. The ceiling was a tremendous distance avo;e, only ;isivle 
due to the vrilliant lime-green moss and ;ines that dominated it.

Dassi;e stalactite formations sprouted down from the carpet in spots, and they shined 
with the red and orange of some other type of plant, vreaHing up the colors.

?he acti;ated her [Identify] and scanned the di‘erent things, each one ga;e her a vasic 
name. ?he bgured it wouldnjt hurt to Hnow what to call each one, and on the chance that 
le;eling the sHill was done vy usageO she didnjt want to miss her chance.

[Urilliant Tlow Boss]
[Red Vangle]
[Gnderground Creep ’ine]
?canning the massi;e ca;ern, she reali…ed that not e;erything was natural. 'n the 

distance, she spotted the remains of some stone vuildings, co;ered in thicH patches of 
grassy moss. They didnjt appear inhavited, and part of them had collapsed to the point 
where only a few walls remained. 't ga;e o‘ a serious ancient ruin ;ive.

'f this was a ;ideo game, it would ha;e veen at the top of her list for e9ploring for a 
looting run.

?he didnjt see anywhere else interesting, so as she treHHed forward, she headed toward 
it as her destination. The terrain was vroHen up into hundreds of small plateaus, each 
carpeted with the grassy moss. 'f she was going to e;er start a bre, she needed to ve ;ery 
careful.

urning the world down around her a second time would not veO ideal.
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As she came closer to the ruin, she scanned them with [Identify] too.
[Stone]
[Worked Stone]
[Ruined Stone]
't was funny that the sHill incremented on the names of the vricHs vased on their state. 

A towering mushroom tree had sprouted and grown from inside one of the vuildings, 
pushing its way out and had caused one of the walls veing HnocHed down. There were 
more of the same type of mushroom 8treej vehind the ruins and throughout the ca;ern 
as she reached a point that let her taHe in a ;iew of the entire q shaped ca;e.

[Fungal Trowth]
[Fungal Wood]
[Vree-cap]
The ruin was at the tip, and the two hal;es had their own distinct zora. ThicH grassy 

moss and zat plateaus on one side, and tons of fungi and tree-caps on the other. A lot of 
the fungal zora ga;e o‘ their own red-hued violuminescence, and that warred with the 
vlue hues cast from the ceiling, creating a purple shading that shifted along the walls.

't was a veautiful sight.
There was also a stream that ran down the length of the ca;e on the mushroom tree 

side that disappeared into the ground at the far end. 't had plenty of its own zora as well. 
?he paused and scanned those as well.

[Water Spore]
[Fenicia s Fungal Trowth]
[Rock Ulight]
[Scour-Stone Boss]
[Itch Boss]
Elania vlinHed, her vrain bnally catching up with her eyes.
[Water]
Water. That was important, e;en if she had temporarily turned into a sweat spring on 

the way up. ?he almost changed directions straight for it, vut restrained herself as she 
glanced across the ca;erns. 't was almost a complete eco-system, vut there wasnjt any sign 
of any fauna. Where were the animals or other creaturesM

?houldnjt there ha;e veen some insects, orO well, she had no idea. 't kust seemed 
strange that there werenjt any animals. Dayve they had heard her coming and were shyM
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?he wasnjt really thirsty, and although that worried her a vit, she was almost to the ruins 
anyway, so she decided to e9plore them brst. The water wasnjt going to go anywhere, and 
if she decided to stay in the ca;ern for a while, shejd provavly ve maHing plenty of trips 
vetween where;er she decided to camp and the stream anyway. Why add an e9tra oneM

The sound of tricHling water added a pleasant sound to the air, and compared to the 
silence of the ca;es velow, it was ;ery welcome. ?he picHed her way across the grassy moss 
plateaus and around the fungal growths and vroHen rocHs. There were a multitude of 
names for each type, and she especially a;oided anything with the word itch in the name.

[Identify] she was sure, was one of the vest sHills to ha;e.
A [System] vo9 appeared in front of her kust as he neared the ruins.
[Due to your excess power, your body is exceeding its limits!]
[Your body is experiencing thermal degradation!]
[Your body is slightly adapting.]
Elania frowned as she swiped the message vo9 away. Dention of the poison had 

stopped, vut she felt liHe the heat in her core had increased. ?he had thought that it was 
kust the lacH of the vree…e running down the staircase. Wiping the sweat o‘ her forehead, 
she was sure that it was, in fact, getting hotter.

The elation from the lacH of pain and the avundance of energy had faded somewhat 
as well, replaced vy a feeling thatO something was seriously wrong.

?he checHed her [Status] for more clues, only to bnd that her [Power] had continued 
to increase further.

[Power 188/116]
[You have gained a Rank in Demonic Aura!]
Ser [Power] stat wouldnjt uit going up. What if the vurning got worse until she 

caught on bre or somethingM
't felt liHe doom was approaching, which added an e9tra vit of speed to her step as she 

searched the brst vuilding. 't was disappointingly vare. The second sent a shi;er down 
her spine as she fro…e at the entryway.

ones.
Thousands of small vones, stacHed in chaotic piles that lined the walls and nearly 

reached the ceiling. Thatjs where all the little critters she had e9pected had gone. 'nto 
somethingjs velly.

?he tooH a step vacH and resisted volting. There wasnjt a smell of rotting zesh and all 
the vones had veen scoured clean’ so mayve they werenjt recent.
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acHing out of the vuilding, she looHed toward the third one. Whoe;er had vuilt them 
had provavly veen avout the height of a humanOor elf, kudging vy the si…e of the door 
holes. Wasnjt there at least one game she had played that the el;es wereOcannivalsM A 
shi;er ran down her spine as she decided to sHip the rest of the ruin and try the stream.

'f she couldnjt bgure out why her [Power] continued to rise, mayve she could bnd a 
way to spend it faster. ?hejd ha;e thought that running up the stairs would ha;e veen 
training, vut apparently not. Dayve [Bana Banipulation] would di;est her of some 
more easilyM

Elania glanced up at the ceiling and winced.
For that, shejd need to go vacH down the stairs and try practicing it there. There was 

avsolutely no way she was going to accidentally loose some of the sparHs on the zammavle 
moss again.

?he tooH a step away from the vuilding, only for the faint sound of pevvles shifting, 
causing her to free…e. reaHing free of her shocH, she spun around and looHed up, coming 
face-to-face with a pair of vlood-red eyes and a sa;age e9pression full of teeth.



CHAPTER 11 – FIRST BLOOD

T he attack came so fast that the only reaction she could muster was to raise her arms. 
She caught the creature on its shoulders while its dazzling array of razor-sharp teeth 

snapped viciously in her face. The impact was strong enough to send her bying ,ackwards’ 
and it was mostly luck that she managed to lay her feet into the thingIs stomach and kick 
oj’ sending it bying away from her.

Wt landed with a heavy crash into a pile of stones’ ,ut immediately ;umped onto its 
hands and feet in a low crouch’ snarling hatefully at her.

[Bone Eater - Lesser Demon - Level 57]
The only reason [Identify] Ered oj was ,ecause she had started to make a ha,it of 

using it on everything she came across. She was slow to roll ,ack onto her feet’ and as she 
took up a tentative com,at stance’ she felt a stinging in her arm. Ret heat dripped down 
her forearm’ and she realized the thing had left deep slash marks with its claws in their 
,rief tum,le.

Wt was shorter than her’ ,ut it was a lump of thick muscle with lim,s tipped with sharp 
claws as well as a mouth full of teeth it bashed at her with every snarl. She took a single 
step ,ackward toward the ruin entrance’ ,ut that caused the monster to launch forward 
at her.

She almost tripped’ taking a second step ,ackwards’ and she only had her spare ro,e 
in hand to fend oj the attackO it caught the demonIs claws in the Erst swipe’ ,ut then it 
chomped down hard on her forearm that was already ,leeding.

The high-pitched screech she let loose in the thingIs ear seemed more ejective than the 
Est to the side of its skull’ ,ut a second punch to the ,ase of its eye resulted in it releasing 
her and ;umping ,ack out of reach. Wt had deposited a slash to her side with its free claws 
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as well’ and she was ,leeding so much it would have sent her into a panic if she hadnIt 
already ,een in one.

!er dagger. She had a weapon.
She pulled it out with her relatively unharmed arm and ,randished it toward the 

demon. ”Luck youD Luck ojD?
Tears mingled with sweat as ,lood pulsed down the deep’ ;agged ,ite on her left arm. 

The monster seemed wary of her weapon and growled and screeched at her as it lopped 
side to side’ looking for a chance to dart in at her again.

She scanned it again’ ,ut the message was the same.
[Bone Eater - Lesser Demon - Level 57]
xesser 5emon. Wt was the same race as her’ ,ut they were nothing alike. The level 

dijerent hinted that it was much stronger than her’ though. 6r did it7 SheId have eBpected 
a level MN to instantly ,eat a level M. Wt was wary of her’ so may,e she had a chance yet.

The thingIs eyes glowed with a crimson glint’ full of anger and hatred’ giving it a 
possessed look as it focused narrowly on her weapon.

[Your physical Status is degrading.]
[Due to your excess power, your body is exceeding its limits!]
[Your body is experiencing thermal degradation!]
[Your body is slightly adapting.]
9lania hissed in pain and anger. ”W fucking knowD Tell me something usefulD?
The out,urst caused the 'one 5emon to charge again. She stepped ,ack to the inside 

of the ruin and used the edge of the doorway as a shield. Rhen it slashed at her with its 
claw tipped arm’ she slashed ,ack. 

The metal struck right ,etween two claws’ neatly slicing the creatureIs besh down to 
its wrist while its claws dug into the ,ack of her hand. Wt screeched and pulled away’ raking 
her as it did so.

[You have gained a level in Improvised Combat!]
The warnings a,out having eBcess power repeated themselves’ Elling her with anger 

and frustration. !er left arm was useless’ and her right hand was savaged’ and she wasnIt 
sure sheId ,e a,le to hold on to her weapon again.

The punctures on her side were causing her ,lack ro,e to stick to her’ and she was 
leaking so much ,lood she wasnIt sure sheId last more than a minute.

SheId hurt the thing’ ,ut she dou,ted it was fatal.
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Wf she had so much fucking power that it was cooking her from the inside out’ where 
the hell was it7

9lania stepped ,ack deeper into the ruin where there was still a stone ceiling cutting 
oj the light from the glow moss. [Darkvision] was more than helpful and the shadows 
didnIt hinder her’ thankfully. She really only had one more card to play’ and that was only 
if the thing attacked her again ,efore she passed out. 6r died.

5eath. She was going to die’ ,leeding out in some random shit fantasy world in some 
random shit ruins.

Spite Elled her. ”WIm in here ;erk-wadD?
The 'one 5emon snarled and came in after her. She threw her dagger at it’ ,ut her 

throw was ,ad and the hilt ,ounced oj its head. Wt recognized she lost her weapon and 
charged her.

She let out a hitched ,reath and focused on her less mangled hand. [Mana Manipu-
lation] was something sheId only done once ,efore’ ,ut that had ,een a tiny trickle. This 
time she forced all her pain’ spite’ and rage into the current’ visualizing it turning her hand 
into a ,lazing meteor of retri,ution.

Rho cared if she ,urnt down the world around her7 She was going to take the fucking 
thing down with her.

Wt was a ,it of a surprise when the skill worked. !er hand turned into a glowing or, of 
heat ;ust as it smashed into the side of the 'one 5emonIs head.

Llesh’ sinew’ and ,one had no ,usiness resisting the power surrounding her hand and 
dissolved accordingly as the motion neatly sliced through the thingIs head’ ,isecting it like 
a soft stick of ,utter.

The 'one 5emonIs ,ody collapsed straight down in a heap’ twitching a few times 
,efore going still. There was no ,lood ,ut hers’ as the cut had ,een instantly cauterized 
,y the ,low.

4 [System] message arrived cheerfully’ informing her sheId gained a rank in the skill.
[You have gained a Rank in Mana Manipulation!]
4nd then the pain hit. 9very nerve ending in her arm lit on Ere and see fell onto her 

sideO the ,ad one that was in;ured. 4 half dozen in;uries she hadnIt even noticed suddenly 
,egan clamoring at her’ ,ut it was her [Power] ,urnt Est that was pure agony. Rhen the 
light faded away’ she realized that the skin and tissue of her hand was completely goneO 
skeletal Engers poked ,ack at her’ the ,one somehow fused together from the heat.
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4hhG she was going to die. 4t least sheId taken the thing with her’ ,ut why did that 
not make her feel much ,etter7

She used her feet to scoot herself ,ack against the ruin wall. Wt was nice to lean up against 
it’ taking the weight oj of her ,ack. She tried to use her mangled arm to undo the wrap 
around her ,reasts to use as a tourniPuet’ ,ut she failed to End the deBterity to untie it. 
‘sing her melted hand to help wasnIt even a consideration.

9lania took a deep ,reath and shouted. ”!elpD?
!er own voice echoed ,ack at her ,efore fading into the cavern. Rhat was the point7 

There wasnIt anyone around to hear her.
Tears formed in her eyes. She didnIt want to die. She needed to stop the ,leeding. 

(ritting her teeth’ she called on her [Mana Manipulation] again and set her ,oney 
appendage alight a second time. She pressed it into the ,ite wound on her forearm.

[You have gained a level in Mana Manipulation!]
She almost passed out. She was pretty sure the screams were hers. Rhen she ,linked 

the wetness out of her eyes’ she could see the ,ite mark looked charred’ and had stopped 
,leeding.

4 sense of eBhaustion Elled her. Cow she would ;ust die from infection instead of 
,leeding to death.

She felt lightheaded. Succum,ing to her wounds seemed inevita,le. She leaned against 
the stone and watched the [System] messages scroll ,y as she waited.

[Your physical Status is degrading quickly.]
[Your physical Status is degrading quickly.]
[Your physical Status is degrading quickly.]
[Your physical Status is degrading quickly.]
”Rhat a,out my mental status’ you piece of shit7 …anIt you let a person die in peace7? 

9lania choked out.
The pain in her hand Enally calmed down. She glanced at her wrist. Wt hadnIt changed’ 

nothing ,ut ,one all the way to her wrist. The stu, was melted shut from the magic. 4t 
least it wasnIt ,leeding’ too. 

)ro,a,ly there was no pain anymore ,ecause her ,ody had Enally caught on that there 
werenIt any nerves left there to tell her ouchDI

Suddenly the ,ody of the 'one 9ater ,egan to bop on the boor’ ,ut ,efore she could 
feel panic’ it went still again. This time a [System] message popped up.

[You have slain Bone Eater - Lesser Demon - Level 57]
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[For slaying a being over 50 levels higher than you, extra experience is reward-
ed.]

[You have gained multiple levels!]
[You have reached level 10. Please choose a new perk!]
[You already have the maximum amount of Karma possible and can acquire no 

more.]
That was awesome’ thank you Ar. System. 4ll very helpful to a girl two steps in the 

grave already. She tried to call up her [Status] ,ut nothing happened.
[Your physical Status is degrading quickly.]
Aay,e it was ,ecause she was dying7 9lania took a deep ,reath’ which hurt.
”Status’? she hissed as she hurled the word angrily at whatever god had pulled her from 

her cozy dorm room.
Wt worked.
[Status: Elania Reyes]
[Level 11 Lesser Demon (Summoned Potency 9999+)]
[Karma: 12345]
[Power: 112/124]
[Perks: 2] Summoned from 4nother RorldD  )lease …hoose a new xesser 5emon 

related )erkD
[Class: Escapee]
[Skill Slots: 3]
[Slotted Skills: Improvised Combat (Rank D), Stealth (Rank E), Survival 

Crafting (Rank E)]
[AUnities: (Demonic), (Mana)]
[Magical: Demonic Aura (Rank B) (Activated), Mana Manipulation (Rank C)]
[Physical: Darkvision (Rank B) (Activated)]
[Mundane: Identify (Rank E), Wniversal Speech (Rank S), Reading (Rank A), 

Nriting (Rank B), Crisis Management (Rank E)]
9lania gritted her teeth’ focusing on the new [Perk] line. ”Show me the availa,le perks 

,efore W pass out.?
9verything felt cold’ like a ,lizzard had plummeted the air temperature. There wasnIt 

any sign of snow’ so she Egured she was pro,a,ly going into shock or something.
4t least her overloaded [Power] stat had EBed itself when sheId dumped it into the 

'one 5emon.
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[Perks]
[1 Available Perk Selection]
[Current Perks: (Summoned from Another Norld!)]
[Available Perks: (Neakness –egation), (Resistance Improvement), (Resistance 

Selection), (Physical Ability Improvement), (Body Manipulation), (Regenera-
tion), (Reactive Adaptation), (Power Absorption T ?ouch)]

She wanted to slap whoever had formatted the list into one long ,lo,. Aay,e she was 
,eing over-violent’ ,ut that was pro,a,ly a product of her physical state.

Some of the choices looked weak’ ,ut others were more impressive. 'ut there was only 
one 5euB-9B-Aachina that was going to save her from dying immediately on the list. 
)ro,a,ly. 4t least’ the choice was clear to her.

”0egeneration’ please’ and make it snappy.? 9lania mum,led.
Cothing happened for a second’ and she was a,out to try again when messages ,egan 

to scroll.
[You have gained the Regeneration perk!]
[You have spent all your available perk selections.]
[Due to your high power, Regeneration is enhanced!]
[You have met the requirements for Bone Demon evolution.]
[Do you wish to evolve your race to Bone Demon  Y/–]
”Luck no’ WId rather die than turn into that thing’? 9lania replied. The screen dissolved 

into the air’ leaving her alone in the dark.
4lmost immediately’ she felt slightly ,etter. xess drained. Wf [Regeneration] worked 

on her ,lood loss’ then that was amazing. She glanced at her ,one-for-a-hand and hoped 
it would EB that’ too.

The ,urned ,ite on her arm literally ,egan to knit itself ,ack together’ and a pinch 
in her side forced her to pull her ro,e away as her skin started to pull the cloth into the 
wound. !er whole ,ody felt like it was on pins and needles’ and then a stinging erupted 
in her arm.

The melted ,one crum,led away into dust’ and the stu, of her arm ,egan to ,u,,le. 4t 
Erst’ she thought sheId lost the lim, permanently. 'efore she could feel sorry for herself’ 
the eBact reverse of the earlier pain spiked in her wrist as nerves E,ers ,egan to regrow. 
Cew ,one ,egan to grow out’ and her besh ,egan to stretch to cover it.

This time’ she was sure the screaming ,elonged to her.
Wt was a ,it more intense.
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She passed out.



CHAPTER 12 – SELF DEVELOPMENT

T wo crimson orbs retecdea bkcE kd l,knikh per retecdion vkindea k fibrknd spkae o’ 
rea widpin dpe wkderus s.r’kceS gpe drkcea dpe condo.rs o’ per ’kce widp s,enaer 

ynHersh per exes nod ,ekfinH dpe siHpd o’ per own retecdion sdkrinH bkcE kd perS Tpe 
dknnea p.e o’ per sEin pka been rev,kcea bx k vk,e co,or dpkd ,ooEea ,iEe speua nefer been 
embrkcea bx dpe s.n be’oreS

Ier pkirh once k dknH,ea mess sdkinea widp b,ooa kna aebrish now towea ’ree,x kro.na 
per in yerx wkfesS Tpe wksp pka sdrivvea id c,ekn b.d ,e’d bepina kn .ne-vecdeah fibrknd 
p.eS Iiaaen nekr dpe roodsh vkdcpes o’ ids oriHink, b,kcE veeEea dpro.Hp ,iEe dinx spkaows 
kmiasd k sek o’ reaS

Ad wks sord o’ k fkmvireqisp ,ooEh kna spe wksnud s.re pow spe ’e,d kbo.d dpkdS
Tpere wksnud knx br.sp or sokv kd pknah b.d dpkd aianud sdov per ’rom ynainH dpe 

aeevesd voo, o’ wkder kna s.bmerHinH perse,’ in idS
O’der k ckre’., cpecE do mkEe s.re dpere wksnud knxdpinH in idh o’ co.rseS Ad wks crxsdk, 

c,ekr kna ,ooEeah kna dksdeah ks ’resp ks co.,a beh so id wksnud dpkd biH o’ k U.esdion do yna 
k svod do bkdpe k,one widp no piaaen wkderqdpinHs do ekd perS

A’ knxone pka do,a per speua be sEinnx aivvinH in kn .naerHro.na ’kndksx wor,ah speua 
pkfe ,k.Hpea kd dpemS A’ dpex pka do,a per speua come ’kce do ’kce widp per own aekdp 
k’der yHpdinH oz k ,iderk, aemonh speua vrobkb,x pkfe dpo.Hpd kbo.d ck,,inH dpe vo,ice on 
dpemS “r kd ,eksd HeddinH dpe pecE o.d o’ dpereS

Rn’ord.nkde,xh id ,ooEea ,iEe spe wks HoinH do pkfe do Hed .sea do new normk,s or Ho 
bkdspid crkMxS gpe H,kncea kd per mknk spkraS ?”iHpdh DrS ”ocEN'
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Tpe sdone condin.ea do spine in si,enceh siddinH on dpe rocEx sdekm bknES Ad wksnud 
U.ide ks spinx ks wpen spe pka co,,ecdea id ’rom dpe c.,disdsh mkEinH per wonaer wpkd pka 
ck.sea dpe cpknHeS gpe cpecEea per [Status] ’or dpe ’o.rdp dime since seddinH id aownS

[Power: 102/128]
O dpri,, o’ e-cidemend rkn dpro.Hp perS Ier H.ess k’der wkEinH .v pka been riHpdS
…pen speua reHkinea conscio.snessh per ‘ower pka ofertowea kHkinh kna speua been 

in k mi,a vknic kbo.d rea.cinH dpe ofer,okaS …pen spe pka ynk,,x remofea per dkdderea 
mess o’ kn o.dyd kna ,e’d dpe mknk spkra insiae o’ idh spe pka rek,iMea dpkd dpe e-cess vower 
pka beH.n do b,eea ozS

Ad wks pkra do aedermine dpe e-kcd rkde o’ aiscpkrHe widp no wkx do de,, dimeh b.d per besd 
H.ess wks id dooE kbo.d kn po.r ’or one voind o’ [Power] do arkin widpo.d dpe sdoneS Tpkd 
wks widp [Demonic Aura] kna [Darkvision] sdi,, sd.cE vermknend,x onS Tpkd inc,.aea 
[Regeneration] ks we,,h b.d spe pkanud rek,,x kccr.ea knx new in0.riesS

O,dpo.Hp pow ’kr [Regeneration] wks HoinH do resdore per wks7 k U.esdionS l,knik 
,ooEea bkcE aown kd per retecdionS gdknainH .v ckre’.,,xh spe d.rnea kro.na kna ,ooEea 
kd per rekrS Ier birdpmkrE wks comv,ede,x HoneS go were k,, dpe b,emispes kna sckrs speua 
efer kcU.ireaS

Tpe [Perk] aianud seem condend do 0.sd pek, per in0.riesh b.d pka rek,,x Hone kna 
resdorea per do per boaxus oriHink, indenaea sdkdeS “r kd ,eksd dpe [Lesser Demon] fersion 
o’ per boaxS

Ad pka efen resdorea per7
Ier cpeeEs pekdeah kna spe skd bkcE aown in dpe wkderS
TkEinH one o’ dpe c,ekn scrkvs o’ c,odp spe pka ,e’d kna .sinH id do scr.b per sEinS lfen i’ 

spe aianud pkfe k br.sp or sokvh dpe ro.Hp c,odp worEea we,, eno.HpS lfen i’ spe scr.bbea 
e-drk pkrah [Regeneration] wks dpere do dpe resc.e do Eeev per sEin ’rom ’ee,inH scrkvea 
rkwS

Ad aianud seem ,iEe spe neeaea do ekd or arinEh eidperS [Power] seemea do dkEe ckre o’ 
dpkdh k,dpo.Hp speua arknE ’rom dpe sdrekm 0.sd beck.se id dksdea Hooa kna dpe coo, wkder 
aown per dprokd wks niceS gpe wksnud s.re [Regeneration] wo.,a worE kHkinsd i,,ness or 
fir.sesh b.d spe s.svecdea id wo.,aS

gpe pka nefer v,kxea k Hkme dpkd aianud pkfe dwo seds o’ n.mbers ’or ;Iid ‘oindsu kna 
;Dknkuh b.d dpkd aianud mekn dpere pkanud efer been oneS Ad aianud seem normk, do perh 
dpo.Hph do pkfe eferxdpinH combinea indo one sinH,e [Power] sdkdS
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6od neeainH do ekd or arinE sdi,, neeaea k bid more desdinHh b.d i’ per dpeorx dpkd spe 
wks cons.minH [Power] do s.sdkin perse,’ somepow7 wpkd aia id mekn i’ spe rkn o.dN 
Tpere wks k consdknd vkssife arkw on per [Power] dpkd spe pka ’o.nah kna odper dpkn 
dpe sdoneh spe aianud Enow pow do Hed moreS

gpe H,kncea kd id kna ’rowneaB dpe wpide H,ow v.,skdea efer so s,ow,xS Ad pka Hodden 
aimmer dpkn wpen spe pka yrsd ’o.na idB spe wks s.re o’ idS 6ow dpe rekson dpe c.,disds 
pka ozerea so mknx o’ dpem do per mkae k ,od more senseS Ier sdomkcp Enoddea s,iHpd,x 
kd dpe dpo.Hpd o’ wpkd wo.,a pkfe pkvvenea i’ spe pkanud snkdcpea one do dkEe widp perS

Iow mknx dimes wks spe HoinH do nkrrow,x kfoia HeddinH Ei,,eaN
l,knik ,ed o.d k siHp kna sdooa .vh ,eddinH dpe wkder tow oz o’ per in rif.,edsS Tpe 

sdrekms aianud pkfe ysph so dpere wksnud rek,,x knxdpinH do ekd efen i’ spe pka wkndea doS 
…px co.,anud dpere be some sd.via yspN O nice,x roksdea ysp wo.,a pkfe been ver’ecdS 
Dkxbe k b,knEed o’ sdekmea rice kna some s.spiN

gpkEinH per pekah spe dprew kwkx dpe mendk, imkHeS gpe neeaea do Eeev id doHedperS gpe 
wksnud o.d o’ aknHer xedh kna spe neeaea do be bedder vrevkreaS 

gomepow dpe tkre o’ vower pkanud sed dpe H,ow moss on yreh b.d spe aianud wknd do 
dr.sd dpkd do pkvven kHkinS 

gpeua neea eU.ivmend kna k bedder wekvon dpkn per akHHerS
gpe dporo.Hp,x sokEea wpkd spe pka recoferea ’rom per svkre robe speua been .sinH 

ks k vi,,owB id wks k dkdderea messS Od ,eksd pk,’ o’ wpkd spe pka wks sevkrkde c.ds speua 
sk,fkHeaS Tpe robe speua been wekrinH pka ’krea s,iHpd,x bedderh b.d id doo pka m.,div,e 
s,kspes kna bka,x neeaea dki,orinHS

Tpe b,ooa pka been pkra do wksp o.dh kna dpex were aeynide,x sdkineah b.d dpe b,kcE 
co,or wksnud dpkd aisd.rbea bx idS 6od dpkd spe dpo.Hpd dpere wo.,a be knxone ckrinH 
kbo.d i’ per dorn c.,disd robes were sdkineaS

1kdperinH eferxdpinH k,onH dpe sdrekm .v spe ckrriea id bkcE do per mkEespi’d ckmv in 
dpe r.insS gpeua se,ecdea dpe on,x odper b.i,ainH dpkd pka k semiqindkcd roo’S gpe neeaea 
do arx eferxdpinHh dpo.HpS ”.nninH kro.na in k akmv robe wks kbo.d ks kvvek,inH ks 
r.nninH kro.na in dpe ovenh b.ddqnkEeaS

gpe neeaea somedpinH do arx dpe dpinHs onS !ooEinH kro.nah spe svoddea dpe 
b,ooaqsvkdderea vkdp indo dpe r.in widp dpe ]one Cemonus corvseS Tpkd wks HoinH do be 
k vrob,emS

geddinH per dpinHs on dpe sdone speua aesiHnkdea ks per ckmvB spe pesidknd,x kvvrokcpea 
dpe cpkmber in wpicp spe pka nekr,x aieaS ]e’ore knxdpinH e,seh spe neeaea do aisckra dpe 
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corvseh vre’erkb,x somewpere ’kr kwkx ’rom dpe ckmvS Dkxbe dpen consiaer c,ekninH .v 
dpe b,ooah k,dpo.Hp dpkd wks m.cp ,ower vrioridxS

Ad pka mosd,x ariea k,rekaxh knxwkxS
Tpe corvseh dpo.Hph wo.,a sdkrd do aecomvoseh kna dpkd wo.,a sdinE kna kddrkcd 

sckfenHersh i’ dpere were knxS Tpere vrobkb,x wo.,a be EnowinH per ,.cEh kna spe aianud 
wknd dpem do come knxwpere nekr per ckmv i’ spe wks insiae idS

Tpe corvse wks sdi,, wpere speua ,e’d idS gpe wincea ks spe nodicea dpe H.nE dpkd pka 
towea o.d o’ dpe dpinHus bisecdea sE.,,S l,knik wivea per ’kce widp per ’orekrmh dpen 
s.vvressea k HkHS 1ooa dpinH speua nod v.d knx c,odpes bkcE onh beck.se spe wks HoinH do 
neea k secona sEinnx aiv kna wksp k’der aek,inH widp dpe corvseS

gpe Hrkbbea kn knE,e kna m.cp do per s.rvriseh k [System] messkHe vovvea .vS
[Absorb the lingering Power from Bone Eater - Lesser Demon - Level 57?]
gpe aianud rek,,x ’ee, knx Eina o’ Einspiv widp dpe dpinHh so id wksnud rek,,x cknnibk,ismh 

wks idN
?…px nodN' l,knik ksEeah conyrminH per cpoiceS
Tpe corvse beHkn do H,ow be’ore e-v,oainH indo k misd o’ H,owinH a.sd dpkd seemea do 

efkvorkde indo dpe kirS gome o’ id towea kwkx kna .v indo dpe cei,inH be’ore aiskvvekrinHh 
b.d mosd o’ id s.aaen,x reairecdea idse,’ indo per cpesdS O,mosd immeaikde,xh spe ’e,d per 
core demverkd.re sviEeh kna k speen o’ swekd kvvekrea on per ’orepekaS

Ier sEin kna brekdp ’e,d ,iEe id wks on yreh kna dpe rekson wks c,ekrS
[You have absorbed 115 Power!]
[Your body has reached the limit of its capacity for Power!]
[Find a stronger body or reduce your current Power!]
[Your body has exceeded the limit of its capacity for Power!]
[Your body is experiencing thermal degradation!]
[Your body is slightly adapting.]
[Due to your high Power, [Regeneration] is enpknceaF3
[Power: 211/134]
gome mendk, mkdp do,a per dpe vercendkHe spe wks ofer per mk-im.m vower wks dpe 

piHpesd id pka efer beenh b.d somepow id aianud pkfe U.ide ks bka k aederiorkdinH ezecd on 
perS [Regeneration] revordea id pka been enpknceah so7 wks id kcd.k,,x kcdife,x pek,inH 
per ’rom dpe akmkHe beinH ofer per mk-im.m vower aiaN

Ier mk-im.m ckvkcidx Eevd HoinH .v wpen spe wend oferh so i’ spe Eevd dpe cxc,e .vh 
id wks k bid ,iEe vower ,efe,inHh wksnud idN Ona spe aianud see knx rekson do nod mk-imiMe 
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per [Power] ckvkcidxS Ocd.k,,xh id wks vrobkb,x k ferx Hooa iaek do ao soh efen i’ id ck.sea 
some aiscom’ordS

gpe red.rnea do per ckmv kna .sea per akHHer do c.d some ,onH dpinH sdrivs ’rom dpe 
aesdroxea robe kna mkae k ,onH ,ine ’rom dpemS gpe diea id oz in dpe cpkmber kna dpen 
p.nH .v dpe resd o’ per c,odp do arxS

4inainH k svod in dpe corner widp k c,ekn sdone do sid onh spe skd crossea ,eHHea kna 
v.,,ea .v per ’.,, [Status] so spe co.,a insvecd dpe cpknHesS

[Status: Elania Reyes]
[Level 11 Lesser Demon (Summoned Potency 9999+)]
[Karma: 12345]
[Power: 210/134]
[Perks: (Summoned from Another World!) (Regeneration)]
[Class: Survivor]
[Skill Slots: 3]
[Slotted Skills: Improvised Combat (Rank D), Stealth (Rank E), Survival 

Crafting (Rank E)]
[AMnities: (Demonic), (Uana)]
[Uagical: Demonic Aura (Rank B) (Activated), Uana Uanipulation (Rank C)]
[Physical: Darkvision (Rank B) (Activated)]
[Uundane: Identify (Rank E), niversal Speech (Rank S), Reading (Rank A), 

Writing (Rank B), Crisis Uanagement (Rank E)]
Ier [Improvised Combat] sEi,, pka Hone .vh b.d spe wksnud s.re id aia knxdpinHS 

Ad cerdkin,x aianud ’ee, ,iEe id a.rinH dpe yHpdh kna i’ one dpinH wks cerdkin kd k,,h id wks 
dpkd spe neeaea do ,ekrn do ae’ena perse,’S Tpe odper dpinH wks dpkd spe neeaea do Eeev 
vrkcdicinH widp per [Uana Uanipulation] sEi,, beck.se id seemea ,iEe id wks per mosd 
vodend ozensife kbi,idxS

Adua k,,owea per do s,kx dpe ]one Cemon in one b,owh k,beid kd k pekfx cosd do perse,’S 
[Regeneration] sxnerHiMea we,, widp dpkdh dpo.Hp spe rek,,x aianud wknd do Ho kbo.d 
incinerkdinH vkrds o’ per boax in oraer do ao akmkHeS

Dkxbe i’ spe vrkcdiceah speua be kb,e do cpknne, dpe [Power] indo k wekvonN gpe 
H,kncea kd dpe sdee, akHHer siddinH nekrbx besiae per mknk spkraS DkHic wekvon vowerq.vh 
mkxbeN

l,knik svend k wpi,e drxinH do yH.re o.d dpe resd o’ per sEi,, kna pow do doHH,e per 
[Demonic Aura] ozh b.d sdi,, aianud mknkHe idS lfend.k,,x spe wknaerea o.d do insvecd 
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dpe nekrbx [Fungal Wood] spe pka svoddea nekrbxS RsinH per akHHerh spe wks kb,e do c.d 
oz some ,onH sdrivs o’ dpe ferx so’d wooa dpkd spe dpo.Hpd miHpd be .se’.,S

gpe skd dpe spk’ds kHkinsd dpe wk,, in dpe cornerh dpen sco.rea dpe endire cpkmberh 
c,ekninH id kna remofinH knx siHn o’ H,ow mossS Ad wks dpe besd spe co.,a aoh b.d spe 
neeaea k svkce do drkin per sEi,,s sk’e,xS

Ad dooE k ’ew po.rsh b.d spe mksderea dpe dricE o’ crekdinH svkrEs widp per ynHersS 
Dore imvordknd,xh spe ,ekrnea pow do condro, dpeir mofemend k’der dpex ,e’d per pknah 
kd ,eksd .ndi, dpex aissivkdeaS genainH svkrEs o.d widp per ynHers wksnud dpe mosd .se’., 
o’ kbi,idiesh b.d dpkd ,ea do per drxinH do vower .v per akHHerB kna dpkd worEea e-dreme,x 
we,,S

O,mosd doo we,,S
Tpe wekvon pekdea rkvia,x .ndi, id wks H,owinH k a.,, rea kna doo pod do po,aS gpe 

arovvea id on dpe rocE do coo, be’ore n.rsinH per b.rnea ynHersS Tpex pek,ea rkvia,xh 
b.d id sdi,, p.rd k ,odS

Tpe e-verience pka vrobkb,x r.inea dpe pekd drekdmend o’ dpe b,kaeh dooS
”.ininH per on,x medk, doo, pkanud been per indendionh b.d kd ,eksd spe pka Hkinea k 

bid o’ in’ormkdion  spe co.,a a.mv mknk indo idems do pekd dpem .vS 
Dkxbe i’ spe yH.rea o.d pow do ,efe, dpe sEi,, ’.rdperh speua be kb,e do s.rro.na dpem 

widp vower widpo.d kcd.k,,x me,dinH wpkdefer id wksN !iEe k bkrrier or spie,aN
]x dpe dime per c,odpes pka ynispea arxinHh spe wks rekax ’or k nkvS …idp dpe mknk 

spkra nesd,ea kwkx in dpe cornerh b.d nod do.cpinH per sEinh spe wend do s,eevS
…pen spe woEe .vh spe wksnud me,dinH ’rom beinH ofer per [Power] ,imidh kna in per 

mina dpkd vreddx m.cp conyrmea dpe mknk spkra pka been s,ow,x dricE,inH dpe vower do 
per wpen spe Eevd id c,ose do per sEinS

6od wkndinH do ,ekfe dpe sk’edx o’ per ckmvh spe svend dpe resd o’ dpe akx vrkcdicinH 
[Uana Uanipulation] wpi,e dpinEinH kbo.d pow do ao somedpinH widp dpe ’.nHk, wooa 
kna per dkdderea robesS

]x dpe ena o’ dpe drkininH sessionh spe wks kb,e do condro, senainH per [Power] do 
aizerend vkrds o’ per boax widpo.d kcd.k,,x Ei,,inH perse,’S Ad aianud kcd.k,,x b,ocE knxq
dpinHB wpen speua voEea perse,’ widp per akHHerh id pka arkwn b,ooa be’ore beHinninH do 
kbsorb dpe pekdS Onxone HrkbbinH or Hrkvv,inH widp per wks HoinH do be in k wor,a o’ 
p.rdh dpo.HpS
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Ad k,so seemea do imvrofe per m.sc,e sdrenHdp in dpe krekh wpicp wks k niceh nodkb,e 
beneydS gpeua vrkcdicea vicEinH .v k mkssife sdone b,ocE dpkd eksi,x weiHpea dwice ks m.cp 
ks per bx cpknne,inH dpe vower dpro.Hpo.d per endire boaxS

Tpe [System] seemea skdisyea ks we,, bx dpe dime spe wks ynispea kna spe wks Hreedea 
widp k v,eksknd messkHeS

[You have gained a Rank in Uana Uanipulation!]
gpe wksnud s.re pow Hooa ”knE ] wks on dpe sck,e o’ s.cp dpinHsh b.d id wks aeynide,x 

bedder dpkn wpkd spe pka sdkrdea widpS Ad k,so Hkfe per kn iaek o’ pow dpe sEi,, ,efe,inH 
worEeaS Ad wksnud 0.sd kbo.d mkEinH dpe sEi,, bedderh b.d kcd.k,,x EnowinH pow do .se dpe 
sEi,, in aizerend wkxs seemea do be wpkd ck.sea dpe rknE .v cpknHesS

…pedper id wks 0.sd per HeddinH bedder kd .sinH dpe sEi,,h or some infisib,e n.mber HoinH 
.v wpi,e spe worEea kd dpe sEi,, HifinH per dpe new kbi,idiesh spe wks .ns.reS gpe wksnud 
efen s.re pow id rek,,x mkdderea odper dpkn  .se sEi,,h Hed bedder kd id kna rknE .vS

Tpe ne-d sEi,, do worE on wks [Survival Crafting] kna spe pka dpo.Hpd ,onH kna pkra 
on pow speua aek, widp dpe [Fungal Wood] spk’dsS kfe,ins seemea dpe wkx do HoS Tpexua 
Hife per k rknHea kddkcE kna co.,a be .sea .v c,ose in k vincph widp k ,od more rekcp dpkn 
per akHHerS

gpe .sea dpe medk, do spkve dpe div indo k voind kna ck,,ea id aoneS
Ad wks cerdkin,x vrimidifeS
gpe k,so aianud Hed k ,efe, ’or idh wpicp sord o’ mkae senseS
Ier worE wks dodk, crkvS
Tpere wks no one do comv,kin doh so spe aeciaea do drx do vicE .v some sord o’ dprowinH 

sEi,,h kna wend o.dsiaeS …pi,e ,ooEinH ’or somedpinH do .se ’or k dkrHedh spe pka k s.aaen 
iaek o’ pow do worE per [Demonic Aura] ’rom wpkd speua ,ekrnea ’rom .sinH [Uana 
Uanipulation]S

W,osinH per exes kna vicd.rinH per enerHx towinH kro.na per ks k biH b.bb,eh spe aia 
dpe ovvoside o’ wpkd spe normk,,x aia wpen cpknne,inH per [Power]S Ansdeka o’ ’orcinH id 
o.d ’rom per coreh spe v.,,ea dpe fis.k,iMkdion o’ dpe aisversea b.bb,e kro.na per inwkraS

[Demonic Aura (Deactivated)]
l,knik smi,eaS Ad worEeaF
O,mosd immeaikde,xh dpe si,ence o’ dpe ckfern wks broEenh senainH per pekrd vo.nainHS 

Tpe me,oax o’ insecds minH,ea widp k series o’ ,o.a cries ’rom some Eina o’ crekd.reS
]e’ore knxdpinH co.,a svod perh spe rkn bkcE do per ckmv in dpe r.insS



INTERLUDE – ANTON

A nton made one lnap pah truogcr tre xomhpe;i rsv auxane venvsnc vtone dsaped to 
stv rscrevt venvstsyst.T wreue fav no vscn o, an. ,gutreu auts,axtv ou xgptsvtv trat re 

rad ,ogndk and .et re rad ,asped sn rsv msvvsonT wre vgmmoned pevveu demon rad evxahedk 
and tre peadeu o, tre xgpt rad neaup. bspped rsm Be,oue tre tsdev rad ueyeuved and tre zpaxb 
zsvroh rad gtspsIed a tepehoutatson vhepp to yansvrT

’t favnCt o,ten trat one o, tre zpaxb Oandpe OgptCv Bavev fav ueyeaped to tre Rudeuk and 
re rad ,gmBped tre xranxe to epsmsnate tre xrahteu xomhpetep.T

qetgunsnc to tre vgmmonsnc xramBeuk tre vtaxbed hspe o, auxansvt xouhvev rad Becgn 
to dexomhove snto a Bpaxb msavmaT wre deatr o, vo man. memBeuv o, tre Ogpt fogpd vet 
trem Baxb ,ou Hgste vome tsmek re rohedT Ee uasved a cagntpeted lvt and a hgpve o, pscrt 
macsx Waued ogt ,uom tre metapk smmopatsnc tre daubnevv sn a baumsx lueT

Esv e.ev nauuofed av re fatxred tre uemasnv o, daubnevv fstreu sn tre hgus,.snc WamevT 
Jyen s, re rad ,appen vrout o, rsv husmau. coapk at peavt re rad snteuughted tre Ogpt ,uom 
Bsndsnc a hofeu,gp app. to tresu xagveT wre demon rad Been pe,t uevoguxepevv and fstrogt 
tre tueavgue tuoye o, mana vraudv and monvteu xouevk trat fogpd raye csyen st a teuus,.snc 
xahaxst. ,ou devtugxtsonT

jstr tre detustgv taben xaue o,k Anton tguned rsv attentson to tre paucek vrsnsnc xrevtT 
A pa.eu o, copd lpped tre Bottomk Bgt st fav tre cpstteusnc mana vraudv trat xahtsyatedT 
’t fav a usdsxgpogv ngmBeu o, tremk and re rad ,ognd eyen moue sn tre vtuoncropdCv 
tueavgu.T :gvt rof tre xgpt rad huoxgued vo man. fav a maNou HgevtsonT

wre onp. hpaxe neauB. trat xogpd raye vghhpsed vo man. fav one o, tre hpaxev re rated 
movtS 9e,tavgT wre gndeufoupd xst. fav one o, tre ,ef trat hovvevved a Oepevtsap Jncsne 
xahaBpe o, mabsnc tre auea auognd st vtaBpe enogcr to Be raBstaBpeT ’t rad tre vame vHgapou 
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and tuogBpev av aBoye cuognd xstsevk e;xeht st ueyeped sn stv e;xevv o, ysopenxek autslxe and- 
oBvevvson fstr tre demonsxT

wuaxbsnc tre teuusled ,emape ,oum tre “emon rad taben rad Been ramheued B. tre ,axt 
vreCd psbep. Been tre xgphust fro vet tre entsue gndeu?xayeun vguuogndsnc tre vtuoncropd 
aWameT wre eyentv sn tre dgnceon hpa.ed Baxb sn rsv msndk and tre ,axt trat rsv Bpade rad 
ue,gved to xgt reu dofn fren re rad lnapp. xouneued reu fav cappsncT

“uafsnc rsv Bpadek re Becan to xpean stT wre Bpge vrsmmeu tsnced tre pscrt ,uom tre 
mana vraudv to matxr stT Ee xogpd tepp tre Bpade fav rgncu. and fanted one o, tre vraudvT

”jr. fogpdnCt .og xgt reuLM Anton avbedT wreue fav no smmedsate uehp.k not trat 
re e;hexted JIsep to anvfeuT wre vfoud fav mood. and uauep. xommgnsxated fstr an. o, 
stv Beaueuv an. ponceuT At vome hosntk st rad cone vspentT

Rnxe tre Bpade fav fshed dofn and ospedk re hpaxed tre tsh on one o, tre mana vraud 
frsxr huomhtp. fsnbed ogt av tre vfoud voabed sn tre vtoneCv hofeuT wreue fav no 
Hgevtson av to tre auts,axtCv hofeu fren ,axsnc tre enem.k and tre YscrtBusnceu Rudeu 
needed app tre adyantacev st xogpd cetT

”JIsepk Auxr?0euahr o, Yscrtk :gdce o, tre “sysnek reau m. snHgsu.T jr. dsdnCt .og 
xgt tre demonLM Anton avbed ,oumapp.T 'a.Be tre meap fogpd hgt st sn a Betteu mood 
,ou anvfeusncL

A ysvson vgddenp. lpped rsv msndT
A .ognc foman trat poobed vsmspau to tre evxahed demon fav vsttsnc at a devb feausnc 

vtuance attsuek fstr a vtuance autslxe xavtsnc a faum pscrt oyeu an ohen BoobT wre smace 
fsnbed afa. Hgsxbp.k Bgt tre vfoudCv foudv exroed sn rsv msnd ponceuS ”0re sv moue 
snnoxent tran .ogk BeaueuTM

Anton toob a moment to huoxevv tratk tren lnapp. vxo edT ”wre Escr Oaudsnap fonCt 
Be rahh. to reau trat one o, tre RudeuCv veyen auts,axtv sv cosnc venspeT og feue neyeu 
,ooped B. ,abe ngmBeuv Be,oueT jr. nofLM

wre vfoudCv rspt vhaubed sn rsv randk o eusnc a vroxbk Bgt tre e ext fav eavsp. mstscated 
B. rsv [Magic Resistance] and re vreatred tre vfoud sn stv vxaBBaudT 0ometsmev st fav 
Ngvt Betteu to hgt afa. tre gnugp. trsncT

Oravsnc a,teu tre demon favnCt a husoust.k trogcrT ’t fav yeu. gnpsbep. trat st fogpd 
lnd stv fa. to a hohgpatson xenteuk vo st fogpd Be Nosnsnc tre truoncv o, monvteuv trat 
snraBsted tre gndeufoupdT J;axtp. freue st BeponcedT ’t fav vtspp raud to hgt tre .ognc 
fomanCv ,axe ogt o, rsv msndk trogcrk frsxr hgt rsm sn a ,ogp moodT
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’neystaBp.k reCd tabe st ogt on vome o, tre demonopocsvtv fren re made st Baxb to 
9e,tavg to mabe rsv uehout and veauxr ,ou moue eysdenxe o, tre xgptT



CHAPTER 13 – DOMESTICATED

E lania’s gaze widened, her breath hitching as she absorbed the panorama unfolding 
before her. She’d climbed up to the kat second koor of the ruins she’d taTen up 

habitation in. vhe caJern pulsed with life and dozens of new sounds Blled the area, the 
loudest being something that sounded liTe a swarm of cricTets or yune Nugs plajing out 
a constant sjmphonj.

-ear the ceiling, ethereal beings that resembled HelljBsh descended gracefullj from 
their hideouts between hanging Jines and moss, their luminescent forms dancing plajful“
lj in the shadowj pocTets untouched bj the radiant glow moss. vhej were aptlj named 
[Jelly] when she plajed [Identify] oJer them. yust how thej were koating in the air was 
left a mjsterj.

Mer thoughts were disrupted bj an echoing ”qoobaaA that sounded something liTe 
the noise a terrible cow“sheep hjbrid would maTe. Elania spotted the source, a Uuadruped 
that was coJered in hairj moss that formed a shaggj coat. ; second one appeared nearbj 
the Brst before a small herd of them came out of hiding on the opposite side of the caJern 
from her ruins. Each one was designated a [Ralfot] bj the [System].

vhe lacT of leJels on the creature’s info cards hinted thej weren’t the same as people, 
or demon“monster things because of the missing leJel. Wnless there was something more 
at plaj, liTe a hidden sTill or something liTe husbandrj or the liTe blocTing more infor“
mation.

She wasn’t sure how the [System] accounted for animals. vhese were the Brst ones 
she’d seen, and she wondered Hust how dangerous thej were. ; sillj thought occurred to 
her? Dhat if there was a super high“leJel cow that was doom to anjone who tried to milT 
itO She tried to suppress her mirth, which was at odds with her nearlj fatal encounter Hust 
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a daj earlier, but the sight of cute animals that probablj weren’t interested in eating her 
wasI nice.

; new species of smaller creatures appeared? each one simplj labeled an [Elnat]. vhej 
were a funnj“looTing cross between a HacTrabbit and a sUuirrel. vhej appeared in large 
numbers and made their home on the green mossj plateaus she’d had to traJel oJer to 
reach the ruins. ; few of them were adJenturous and began to spread out, while others 
clustered together in a large group of about twentj.

Cne of the little critters Humped on the bacT of another and she thought thej were 
going to Bght, but it appeared to haJe other intentions. She choTed down a reke!iJe 
inhalation before blushing and looTing awaj, if she had needed anj conBrmation, she was 
in the wild with wild creatures then that was more than enough to conBrm it.

Rt was liTe the entire eco“sjstem had been holding its breath while her [Demonic 
Aura] was on. Rt was a bit worrjing that it had been oppressiJe enough to a0ect so manj 
creatures, although majbe it had been beneBcial, too.

Cther than the None 'emon, she hadn’t seen anj predators jet.
vhat didn’t mean there weren’t anj, though.
vhere were a few larger insects kittering around the stream, and she realized thej were 

prejing on an eJen smaller insect that was hard to see. vhe tinj ones were called [Moss 
Flies] and the larger ones were each called [Fly Eater]. Rt was funnj how the [System] 
grouped up the tinj insects in a swarm, but not the larger one.

[You have gained a rank in Identify!]
Elania’s ejes lit up with e!citement. vhat’d be useful8 qajbe it would show more 

informationO
quch to her dismaj, the same simple names appeared for eJerjthing she tried the 

leJeled“up sTill on. She’d been cheated.
Dhen a few of the bugs kew closer to her camp, she felt sTittish. qajbe [Demonic 

Aura] hadn’t been all that bad after all. qajbe she’d be able to learn how to control its 
radius and use it as an e0ectiJe insect repellantO

vhat was something she needed to trj before going to sleep, because she wasn’t readj 
to waTe up coJered in whateJer this world’s eUuiJalent of mosUuito bites were. ;lthough 
majbe [Regeneration] would protect her from itchj bump thingsO

-o. -ot something she wanted to test. :egrowing a hand had alreadj taught her Hust 
how painful using the sTill could be.
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;ll the animals showing up led to the thought of what she was supposed to do. vhe 
maTeshift HaJelin she’d made wasIcrude but majbe she should trj hunting somethingO 
She had not had anj hunger pangs despite eating absolutelj nothing since arriJing, and 
although she’d been drinTing from the stream, it didn’t actuallj seem reUuired other than 
to soothe her own worries about it.

vhat seemed to suggest she liJed o0 her [Power] stat. ; combined health, mana, and 
hunger barO

Rf absorbing an animal had the same [Power] boosting e0ect as what she’d done to the 
None 'emon, was Tnowledge critical to her surJiJal. Rf it was eJen possible.

Cne thing had become clear1 the mana shard wasn’t going to last foreJer, and she 
wasn’t sure she wanted to Bght another demon again. Rf there eJen were anj more nearbj.

vhe option to absorb kora hadn’t shown up at least, which might mean she’d been 
transformed into an obligate carniJore. Cr demoniJoreO vhere was onlj one waj to Bnd 
out, and she needed to Tnow.

She spied on the creatures and their habits and traits while watching for signs of 
anjthing she missed for another hour before Bnallj maTing up her mind. vhe :alfots 
seemed too big, but the Elnats were a lot less intimidating. vhere were so manj of them 
that there were plentj of targets, too. SneaTing up on an isolated one wouldn’t be too 
hard, would itO

She eJen had the [Stealth] sTill8
Elania climbed down from the roof and got her things readj. qagic rocT in one pocTet. 

'agger in the other. ‘ointj sticT in hand, and what was left of her shredded fabric went 
with the dagger. Rt had actuallj poTed her a few times, and the scraps made a maTeshift 
scabbard. She Hust needed to be mindful to deBnitelj not fall on the stupid thing.

She crouched down and crept along once she reached the plateaus, doing her best to 
Teep her head down. Leeping an eje on where her feet went, she aJoided anjthing that 
would maTe noise. ;fter a few minutes, she’d closed the distance to where the Elnats were 
congregating.

‘eaTing oJer the ledge sent her into a mild panic and she crouched bacT down instantlj? 
a half dozen of the animals were reallj close8 ; brief feeling of disappointment gnawed 
at her at not haJing ranTed up her [Stealth] sTill. :eallj, hadn’t she Hust performed an 
impressiJe featO SneaTing up on wild animals was supposed to be hard, and she’d got it 
on the Brst trj8
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vhe memorj of her and her father going camping one jear when she was little came 
bacT to her randomlj. Me’d o0ered to taTe her hunting, but mostlj it had Hust been a fun 
hiTe through the woods. Cther than that, she’d hardlj eJer been anjwhere she’d consider 
2out in the countrj’ or anjthing. She was deBnitelj a citj“girl.

Dhich was probablj whj she was drawing a blanT about what to do ne!t. Das sheI 
Hust supposed to Hump up and stab one with her sticTO Rt would probablj run awaj as 
soon as it saw her. Das she supposed to chase it around liTe thatO

Suddenlj eJerjthing seemed much, much more complicated than the little consider“
ation she’d giJen things. Dhat if she couldn’t absorb it, how was she going to cooT it and 
deal with carcassO Lilling the thing then wasting itIwas in the high“middle of her 2bad 
things to do’ list.

vhe memorj of her father hammered into her Hust how far from home she was and 
there wasn’t a phone to call for adJice orIHust to hear her parents’ Joices.

vhe grip around her HaJelin tightened as she swallowed bacT the sudden breaTdown 
that threatened her. She didn’t haJe time to feel sorrj for herself, and she needed to see if 
she could use the animals to liJe o0 of, assuming she liJed o0 her [Power] stat.

:eaching up, she Jaulted up onto the plateau and zeroed in on the nearest [Elnat] 
which was onlj a few strides awaj. ;ll the creatures perTed up at her sudden appearance, 
their rabbit“liTe ears going erect and homing in on her. vhinTing to attacT before thej 
could run awaj, she charged forward and closed the distance as fast as she could.

; spear“length awaj, she pulled her HaJelin bacT and went to stab it, when she realized 
something was wrong.

-one of the Elnats had retreated. vhe one she was aiming at looTed up at her curiouslj 
and let out a cheerful, chirpj sound. ”9heepO 9heep“9heepOA

9onfusion Blled her. vhis was not what she had e!pected. 9arefullj, she lowered the 
spear. vhe creature hopped forward and began to sni0 her foot with no malice or fear. 
She realized she couldn’t Till the thing. ;t least not unless she was going to die or starJe 
to death, a state she was far from being close to at the moment.

”MhIhiO Gittle gujOA Elania mumbled. vhe other Elnats began to chirp at her in greet“
ing before going bacT to their business of sni3ng around the grassj moss for something 
to eat.

She crouched down and discarded her hunting plans. Dhen she reached down slowlj 
and petted the one that was sni3ng her, it didn’t seem upset and actuallj stopped to press 
into her hand, Hust liTe a cat would haJe. ”Fou’re prettj much tame, aren’t jouOA
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-ot eJerjthing was out to Till her. vhat was nice, butI
Dhat the fucT was a tame fantasj bunnj“sUuirrel“rabbit thing doing in a random 

underground caJern with ancient ruinsO
; pungent odor suddenlj greeted her, along with a new Joice, causing her head to snap 

in the direction.
vhe ” lua“ lua“ laa8A came from a humanoid shaped Bgure approaching with a 

spear held in both its hands. Mumanoid was the primarj word there, because other 
than being bipedal with two arms, it wasn’t human. Rts head resembled some tjpe of 
mushroom cap, with a set of glowing jellow ejes and a wide mouth full of teeth.

” laa8 laa8 laa8A came a second shout from nearbj. vhere were at least two of them.
[Tender – Mushroohum – Level 17]
She’d discoJered mushroom men8 vhej also had a class and leJel, so that mean thej 

were deBnitelj not animals and were intelligent. vhe second one Hoined the Brst, pulling 
a shield and another Tind of weapon o0 of its bacT.

vhej both jelled out again and the realization that intelligence didn’t necessarilj mean 
friendlj or safe occurred to her. Cne of them gestured to the Elnats and let out a whistling 
sort of sound, and the entire group of them Humped up and bolted in eJerj direction.

vhat’s whj thej were so tame. vhe Elnats were the qushroohums’ pets8 vhe one 
nearest to her let out a confused chirp and looTed around for the danger. She stood up 
and felt bad. She’d almost hunted and ate someone’s pet.

vhe nearest qushroohum raised his spear and aimed it at her and then threw it, the 
traHectorj fell well short of her, hinting that it was a warning, but the act startled her so 
much she tooT a step and stomped right down on the poor creature underfoot. She almost 
tripped and fell, and it went running while jelping in pain.

”Sorrj8A Elania shouted, but the qushroohums were angrj, and a second spear was 
aimed much more accuratelj. She had to Hump out of the waj to not get hit.

[You have gained a rank in Improvised Combat!]
”R’m reallj, reallj sorrj8A She shouted again. vhej began to approach her with weapons 

raised and she bacTed awaj. She Humped down into the trench networT separating the 
plateaus when the clacT of another missed spear throw echoed nearbj.

vhis was not the good tjpe of Brst contact. She needed to retreat. 'id she eJen haJe 
anjwhere safe to retreat toO vhe ruins had been her Brst instinct, but it wasn’t liTe thej 
were anjthing special.
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;s she sprinted around a bend, there was a qushroohum crouched waiting for her. 
Me’d been silentlj sneaTing towards her to intercept8

[You have gained a rank in Stealth!]
ucT jou [System]8 Dhj now when she wasn’t eJen sneaTingO

She batted the message awaj Hust in time to watch her assailant Hab his spear towards 
her face.



CHAPTER 14 – MUSHROOM CONFLICT

E lania dodged the spear by jumping backwards, a purely instinctive reaction. In 
contrast, channeling her [Power] into her legs to give her a burst of speed was pur-

poseful. One thing she had noticed right away was that the Mushroohums weren’t agile. 
The hidden hunter chased after her, but she quickly left him behind in the trench-like 
maze between the grassy Elnat plateaus.

As she created distance between her pursuers, she ducked behind a boulder as the 
sound of clacking spears thudded into the area she’d have been if she hadn’t paused. There 
were at least Sve of them, meaning there were more Mushroohums that she’d not spotted 
yet.

!he darted forward again, heading in the direction of the ruins. Another volley of spears 
missed their mark, falling close by but falling short of their mark. Each one left a distinctive 
clack as her assailants gave up their volley Sre and began taking opportunistic potshots.

!he outpaced them, but when she reached the edge of the cavern’s corridor below the 
ruins, a half dozen new Sgures came out of the shadows of the vertical terrain around the 
ruins. They’d inSltrated her campN

Wot that she’d left anything of hers behind, but a jolt of panic ran through her.
?here was she supposed to go“
The new arrivals didn’t waste any time speeding her on her way, and she had to leap 

out of the way of another group of thrown spears.
”I didn’t mean to step on the ElnatN I am not your enemy, pleaseND Elania shouted.
The vocalization only seemed to help them aim at her better, and she gave it up and 

focused on escape. !he reached the stream and splashed to the other side before bolting 
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down the bank. The cover was much worse, but that gave her the chance to really put her 
new abilities to the test.

!he reached a sprint speed that was scary enough that she had to slow down before 
she made a mistake and slipped. The distance created put an end to the spear throwing, 
though.

Thoughts ran through her head quicklyB maybe they thought she was the xone 'e-
mon“ xut her level was much lower, and she deSnitely didn’t resemble the hateful thing.

The stream deepened, then disappeared into the ground, and she found that the end of 
the cavern was a dead end. Thick [Fungal Growth] clogged the passage she had eHpected, 
a solid wall that she had no idea how thick or solid it was. …ad the Mushroohums grown 
it“

xeing blocked in was not goodB she hadn’t bothered to scout the entire chamber before, 
and now she had cornered herself with bad navigation.

Turning around, the Mushroohums slowly picked their way toward her position, their 
heads brieFy poking out from behind rocks as they moved from cover to cover.

!he took the time for them to catch up to regain her breath. 'espite all that had 
happened in the last few days, running so fast was not something she was used to, and 
dumping [Power] had a very perceptible eLect on her energy and endurance. !he’d been 
keeping herself topped up, but maybe she should have been pushing it further.

xut that would drain her mana shard fasterG
The introspection was almost enough to get her killed as a spear Fashed by her head 

and cut its way through her shaggy mop of hair.
”Ruck youN 9eave me aloneND Elania shouted. !he picked a route back the way she had 

come and began a new sprint back toward the staircase.
Almost immediately, a row of Mushroohums appeared with shields and spears and 

blocked her path. Two of them suddenly charged forward, and she parried its spear with 
her javelin. The other tried to attack her from the side but she darted in, shoving power 
into her leg muscle as she kicked its shield, hard.

…ard enough to send her Fying backwardsB the Mushroohum was large and apparently 
sturdy enough to absorb the blow. ?hat did she eHpect from something over seven feet 
tall“ A chorus of ”0lau-0laaND echoed through the cavern, hinting that there were even 
more reinforcements coming and she was well and truly cornered.

!he held up her hands and dropped her javelin on the ground. ”I surrenderND
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A few of the Mushroohums shouted their stupid ”0laa-0laaND but there wasn’t even 
a pause before more spears lashed out at her. !he jumped to the side to avoid them, but 
one of them led her enough for the spear to leave a bloody gash in her arm. !he shrieked 
back at them and grabbed one of the spears and threw it back.

…er throw was, predictably, terrible.
!he ran and picked up another of the thrown spearsB they were better made than her 

garbage javelin, anyway. !he had other skills to use, though, and focused on activating her 
[Demonic Aura] skill. !he channeled it a bit forcibly, and the familiar sensation of energy 
eHpanding like a sphere ran through her.

!ure enough, the chorus of insects that had continued unabated went silent. The 
Mushroohums, however, were unimpressed, and she had to duck behind a boulder to 
avoid being skewered again. ?hy wouldn’t they give up“

And they weren’t taking prisonersG
!he remained under cover until one of them worked its way around to get a throwing 

angle on her. !he scooted around to keep the rock between them, then peeked above 
the rock. !everal spears clacked against the stone, but she got a good visual on where the 
nearest ones were approaching from.

!he didn’t want to be hunted down, and she spotted a spot that would make throws 
hard for the others while she engaged the two Mushroohums on the path. Rocusing 
another burst of [Power] into her muscles, she jumped out and put her plan into action.

It seemed like a good plan at the time, but the large overbearing Mushroohum she 
collided with almost changed her mind. xefore she could rethink things, it jabbed its 
spear at her. !he used her own to stab back at it, the fungal wood shafts FeHing as the 
two weapons collided. A thick scent of musk assailed her nose, but she had little time to 
consider the smell as she was forced to dodge another attack.

The skill diLerence was evidentB the thing wrapped its weapon and smacked her hand 
with the tip, cutting her hold and causing her to drop her weapon.

Time seemed to slow down as she did the only instinctive defense she hadP 'ump more 
[Power] into her body to make herself stronger and faster.

It worked.
The motion of the Mushroohum’s spear seemed to slow down so much she was able to 

reach out and grab it. !he yanked hard on it, and it pulled him toward her with it before 
it jerked out of his grasp entirely.
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!tepping forward, she slammed her shoulder into the opponent that had towered over 
herB it lifted him oL his feet and he slammed into the cavern wall then fell with a heavy 
thump. 6eaching down, she grabbed the purloined weapon.

[You have gained a rank in Improvised Combat!]
[Village Defender – Mushroohum – Level 21 has been defeated!]
[You have gained multiple levels!]
A St of anger took over her, and she raised the spear to jab the man in the chest and 

make sure he couldn’t chase after her ever again. …adn’t he intended to do eHactly that to 
her“ The stupid creature looked ugly and smelled bad, and its sheer strangeness called out 
for her to put an end to it.

Elania let out a deep breath and lowered the weapon.
?asn’t she the invader here, though“ And she’d threatened their livestock.
A desperate plea came out as a shout, even if she didn’t eHpect it to help. ”9et’s stop 

Sghting“ I never wanted to Sght any of you. ust let me goND
Of course, it didn’t work. A spear clacked against the cavern wall overhead, and she 

moved away from the incapacitated Mushroohum. !he tried to move up through the 
cavern, but every ramp and direction was covered by more hunters.

The only way left was down towards the stream, so she took it.
The Mushroohums apparently had no mercy for Elnat !tompers.
!he traced her way around the pool of water, where the stream disappeared into the 

rock. There were multiple boulders that were tall enough to take cover behind and she 
found a small cover in the corner where there was only one line of approach they’d be 
able to attack from.

If she’d been cornered before, now she was trapped.
At least she had a chokepoint.
A chorus of Mushroohum cries Slled the air before going silent. !he watched the only 

way into the copse closely for several minutes. The thought that maybe they were like 
game mobs and she’d lost aggro hit her. Maybe she’d be Sne“

The danger of thinking that everything worked like a video game became apparent 
when two warriors appeared, backed up by two more behind them. Each set linked their 
shields together and slowly approached with their spears leveled straight at her.

Elania took a few deep breaths as a cold calm Slled her. !he raised her spear and pointed 
it back at them. ”I don’t want to Sght. lease leave me alone.D
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…er voice was surprisingly calm. It didn’t have any eLect, but at least she had tried. 
”'on’t blame me if you get hurt,D she added. They approached silently. One gestured as 
if he was about to throw, but she remained limber on her feet and the throw turned into 
a feint.

?hen they were halfway to her, she decided to strike Srst. There didn’t seem to be 
any point in holding back, so she channeled her [Power] hardB draining it even more. 
!he hadn’t been checking how much she had left, but it was probably scarily low and she 
didn’t need more distraction.

!he slid to the side and then caught both forward spears under her armpit, then 
slammed them into the ground and pushed. The shafts snapped as she jabbed her spear 
straight for the front Mushroohum’s shield. Instead of focusing the power into her arm, 
she forced it into the tipB the wood turned a solid yellow then ignited before punching 
through the leather covered shield and into the man’s chest.

[You have gained a rank in Improvised Combat!]
[Hunter – Mushroohum – Level 18 has been defeated!]
[You have gained a level!]
The other one pushed forward to slam into her with its shield, that pushed her back 

and when she tried to pull her weapon out, it was stuck. !he forced her strength in her 
arm higher and the weapon snapped in two, leaving the pointy end still lodged in her 
opponent.

The broken shaft served well enough as a weapon, though. !he grabbed the shield, 
pushing her back and slammed the broken spear into the Mushroohum’s head like a club. 
Multiple times.

It punched back at her regardless, managing a disorienting blow to her head, but the 
shoving stopped. !he pushed forward with even more force, pushing it backwards only 
for the second pair of the attack to arrive and stab at her from both sides. !he spun to the 
side and dodged one, the other one sliced into her leg.

Elania realized she was getting slower. …er pushed of [Power] had less and less eLect 
each time and she was probably running on empty. As the spear slid out of her leg, she 
grabbed the shaft and pulled itB the warrior didn’t let go, but that was Sne. The oL 
balancing put him directly into the path of his compatriot and they fell to the ground 
in a mushroom heap.

!he stepped back to gain some space and pick up a discarded spear on the ground. 
'uring the lull, four more Mushroohums appeared, shields and spears raised.
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There was no end to them, and she could tell she was almost spent. 
The three she’d knocked about began to pick themselves up and rearm themselves with 

things on the ground that weren’t broken or shattered.
!he looked for a way out, but of course she’d put herself in a corner because she had 

nowhere else to go. nless so many of them came in after her she could run around them“
They had formed a column of two wide and four deep, and that was a good amount. 

Maybe it would be enough. 8hanneling a burst of power into her legs, she jumped up to 
the large stones surrounding the cubby hole and pulled herself up.

Almost immediately, spears began to clack into the rock around her feet. One spear hit 
her, leaving another gash, but she shook it loose and the weapon fell to the ground.

xeing on top of a large stone, in plain view of much of the cavern, was a bad place to 
be.

There were also a lot more Mushroohums looking up at her than she had eHpectedB 
dozens and dozens of them, all armed with spears.

They stared back at her for a second before the quicker ones began to aim at her.
?hen the tidal wave of projectiles came, she jumped out of the way.
That landed her in the pool of water, rapidly draining out of the cavern and into the 

rock below.
The suction was much stronger than she had eHpected as it pulled her under the water.



CHAPTER 15 – HUNTER’S CALL

[ Darkvision] didn’t work very well underwater.

The sudden plunge into the underground river took Elania by surprise, sharp rock 
biting into her skin as she was swallowed by the violent current. The vortex whirled her 
around without mercy, and her chaotic Hailing was useless.

fer lungs screamed -or air as they Alled with water instead o- the muchzdesired oxygen. 
— primal panic gripped her, and she instinctively curled up into a ball and tried to cover 
her head. Each pain-ul collision knocked her senses awry until she realiSed she wasn’t 
passing out -rom the lack o- oxygenIit was the violent impacts hurting her the most.

Ruddenly something hard struck her head, and everything went black.
The Arst sensation that registered when she regained consciousness was a coldness in 

her core. Mt made it hard -or her to react. Rhe opened her eyes and realiSed that she was 
Hoating -ace down in a pool o- water.

Rhe wasn’t breathing. fer lungs were -ull o- water, and her entire body ached with 
exhaustion.

Weaching out, her Angertips -ound purchase on a stone, and she pulled hersel- out o- 
the pool and onto the rocky bank. Fultiple [System] messages popped up, vying -or her 
attention, but her mind swam with a -ogginess that made it hard to think.

Dhen she tried to breathe, her entire body tensed up, and then she vomited and choked 
out a copious amount o- water. Mt took several minutes -or the coughing spree to end, and 
that le-t her -eeling exhausted. Mnstead o- trying to stand, she rolled over onto her back and 
spread her arms out, laSily looking up at the ceiling.

The -amiliar glow moss o- the previous cavern was gone. The chamber she had ended 
up in was devoid o- its ambient light. Oaint colored shimmers o- red, blue, and yellow 
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contrasted heavily against the near pitch blackness. —pparently, her [Darkvision] had 
stopped working, and that le-t her nearly blind in the dark.

—s she settled, she Anally pulled up her -ull [Status] screen and discarded messages.
[Your power is low. Your toggleable skills have been deactivated automatically.]
Dell, that explained the darkness.
Mt was nice to know there was an autozshutoj when she was unconscious that would 

prevent her -rom draining hersel- to death. —lthough since she’d healed -rom the impacts 
in her waterzslide down to whereverzthezhellszshezwasznow it was obvious that it didn’t 
apply to [Regeneration].

'r maybe the [System] was smart enough to know what to turn on and oj0 2robably 
not, and deAnitely something to count on.

[Status: Elania Reyes]
[Level 11 Lesser Demon (Summoned Potency 9999+)]
[Karma: 12345]
[Power: 26/152]
[Perks: (Summoned from Another World!) (Regeneration)]
[Class: Survivor]
[Skill Slots: 3]
[Slotted Skills: Improvised Combat (Rank A), Stealth (Rank D), Survival 

Crafting (Rank E)]
[AMnities: (Demonic), (Bana)]
[Bagical: Demonic Aura (Rank U) (Deactivated), Bana Banipulation (Rank 

U)]
[Physical: Darkvision (Rank U) (Deactivated)]
[Bundane: Identify (Rank D), Jniversal Speech (Rank S), Reading (Rank A), 

Writing (Rank U), Crisis Banagement (Rank E)]
Elania stared at the small amount o- [Power] she was le-t with. Co wonder she -elt like 

shit. Olicking her [Darkvision] back to brighten the chamber into clarity.
Rhe needed to rest and recover her power. Mt was a miracle that her dagger hadn’t ;abbed 

her to death during the chase and Aghting. Weaching into her pockets -or her mana shard, 
her heart stopped.

They were empty. Co dagger. Co mana shard.
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Rhe looked around! the shard gave oj its own light so should have been easy to spot. 
Rhe Hicked her [Darkvision] oj and on several times to look -or anything, giving oj a 
bright white light, but she didn’t see anything nearby.

—n unwelcome ”qluazqlaa:B -roSe her in place. 1rouching down behind a rock she 
hid, while a group o- Fushroohums passed by. They didn’t see, smell, or seem to sense 
her, so she remained hidden.

[You have gained a rank in Stealth!]
—nother Fushroohum came -rom the other direction and met the group. Mt held up 

a glowing stone.
Co. — mana shard.
fer mana shard:
—nger licked at her as the Fushroohums pawed at her mana shard eagerly. The noises 

they made grew louder, and it seemed they were having an argument. —bout who would 
get to keep the stone, probably. —t least that was what she got -rom the gestures Hying 
between the one who looked like the leader and the one who had -ound it.

Cot only had they chased her -rom their cavern and tried to murder her violently, now 
they were stealing the one thing she really, really needed to stay alive:

2anic -ollowed 3uickly as the group seemed to come to a consensus. The leader pockz
eted the shard, and they all turned to leave.

Rhe -ollowed them -rom a distance, doing her best to stay silent and unnoticed. The 
caverns were completely un-amiliar to her, and the Hora and -auna had changed shape and 
color. The everzpresent presence o- the glow moss was gone, replaced by sharper looking 
ceiling rocks and smaller patches o- mushrooms that glowed with a red light.

Reveral times there was evidence o- bones and long deadzcreatures, but she ignored 
them. Mt took most o- her -ocus to keep her thieves in sight without losing them. Eventuz
ally, they came to a larger chamber. 'ne o- the walls had a large gate cut in it. The ancient 
stone was propped up by a massive -ungal growth that sealed it oj, tendrils growing in 
long roots in every direction.

Mt was recogniSable… the same sort o- thing had been what blocked her path back in the 
4one Nemon area when she had tried to escape. Dhen the Fushroohums reached the 
portal, she realiSed what the -ungal growth was. Mt was a door, or well, a gate:

The Hesh parted on its own as they approached and allowed them in, be-ore sealing 
itsel- shut.

Realed shut with her mana shard inside:



NEF'C9R —R1ECT ?5

—t least she knew where their lair was now. —pparently, she had been sleeping and 
staying right beside it. Things made a bit more sense to her now! she’d been sleeping in 
a cavern right beside their base. That didn’t explain the 4one Nemon, or its nest packed 
-ull o- Wal-ot and Elnat bones. Faybe it ;ust stayed hidden and struck periodically0

Elania shook her head and stopped worrying about it. The 4one Nemon was dead! 
she’d eaten it. Cow she needed to come up with a plan to get back her mana shard. 
1reeping at the edge o- the Fushroohum’s base wasn’t going to do that, so she turned 
and sneaked away.

Rhe wasn’t sure where she was in relation to the cave be-ore, anyway. —lthough she 
Agured it was likely close, considering how close the pool was to the Fushroohums and 
how -ast they’d showed up to look -or her. M- she was lucky, they probably thought she 
was long gone or dead and wouldn’t be searching -or her anymore.

The thought put a bit o- spring into her step. Rhe didn’t want to get cornered by the 
Fushroom Fob again, at least not until she was ready‘but‘

fer hopes died a little. fow was she going to get ready0 Rhe wasn’t even sure she’d be 
able to get more [Power] without the stone, or Anding and killing another demon. That 
wasn’t happening when she was on her last leg.

Rhe couldn’t let the de-eatist thoughts determine what she did. Oirst thing’s Arst… she 
needed to hunt something down, like a Wal-ot or Elnant, and see i- she could absorb it. 
That meant she needed a weapon.

'n the ground nearby, she noticed a rock that was a good shape -or throwing. Rhe 
picked it up and pocketed it.

Rhe needed something sharp that she could use to cut the -ungal trees with. Their 
wood was very so-t, so she Agured a sharp rock would work. Oinding one o- those was 
much more challenging. —t Arst she searched near the stream bank, but she realiSed 
everything there was smooth -rom the water. That was the opposite o- her intentions, 
but she gathered a -ew more throwing stones.

Elania set oj deeper into the caverns, searching -or something that would work. The 
stream led to a new chamber, a mix o- the two environments that she’d become -amiliar 
with, although this one didn’t have any Elnats or Wal-ots. [Velly] Hoated near the glow 
moss covered ceiling, though.

2icking her way across the chamber, she spotted a side o- the cavern that looked sharp 
and ;agged and homed in on it. Dhen she got closer, the cause o- the ;aggedness became 
apparent. Mt looked like some massive creature had raked its claws into the stone.
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Rhe knew -rom reading some random internet articles that what she really wanted was 
Hint. That was supposed to be the caveman material o- choice. The only problem was she 
had no idea what Hint looked like, i- there would be any present underground in caves like 
she was in, and there was a skill to using it called knapping that she did not know how to 
do.

Eying the rock, she decided to ;ust go with the Arst thing that looked good. There was 
a vertical sheet o- rock that was relatively thin and ended in a wedge. Mt was attached to 
a bigger rock, though. Rhe pulled on it and tried to snap it oj! that -ailed miserably. Rhe 
didn’t want to burn [Power] to -orce it, so she pulled out the throwing rock in her pocket 
and smacked it.

That seemed more promising, so she repeated. — lot.
The pounding echoed through the cavern, giving away her position. That made her 

nervous and encouraged her to go -aster, and when it Anally broke and went Hying, she -elt 
excited relie-. Rnatching up her new rock wedge, she went straight to the nearest -ungal 
growth tree.

The wedge le-t a lot to be desired. Mt was much harder to use than the steel dagger had 
been, but she got a siSable length o- the wood -rom the trunk that would be shaped into 
a spear sha-t. 'ne wasn’t going to be enough! she gathered Ave more then bundled them 
all under her arm.

Dorking out in the open was not an appealing prospect, so she decided to search -or 
a more sheltered alcove. There were tons o- them in the cavern, but she decided to go to 
the next chamber -urther away -rom Fushroom land.

Mn one o- the darker caverns she -ound a spot with a raised outcropping cut into the 
side, with a ni-ty chamber -urther back that was hidden -rom view. Even better, it didn’t 
really have any -ungus or other stuj. Mt was bare stone. The darkness didn’t bother her, 
and not having to worry about unknown plant rashes was a ma;or bonus.

Rhe got to work as soon as she sat down, using the rock wedge to carve one o- the -ungal 
sha-ts. Mt was not easy! she deeply regretted the loss o- her dagger as a carving tool.

The Arst one was mangled, but she was rewarded anyway with a [System] rankzup 
message, and a snarky line -rom [Identify].

[-ery Crude Bakeshift Spear]
[You have gained a Rank in Survival Crafting!]
The next spear was marginally better. —t least it had a pointy end. Ro did the third, 

which netted her Wank 1.
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[You have gained a Rank in Survival Crafting!]
The next two actually looked good. Even [Identify] recogniSed her ejorts.
[Bakeshift Spear]
—t least a little. They were about the same 3uality as the nice one she’d made with the 

steel dagger, despite having -ar in-erior tools. Dhether that was ;ust her getting practice in 
making them and using the stone wedge, or i- it was the awesome [Survival Crafting] 
skill at play, who knew0

'ne thing that had been bothering her was the 7skill slotting’ that the three skills she’d 
picked up had. Mt seemed -airly straight-orward that 7slotting’ did something to the skill, 
although exactly what wasn’t clear.

M- slotting improved the skill, then what she really wanted was one o- her better skills 
in there. Mt was sort o- clear that even with [Survival Crafting] whatever she made was 
a bit‘ garbage compared to say, having better [Bana Banipulation] or maybe even 
[Demonic Aura], especially ojensively.

Mdeally, she’d be able to swap them out when needed, but something told her that there 
was probably some sort o- restriction on moving the skills in and out, otherwise why 
bother having the slots at all0

Elania closed her eyes and tried to think 7Lnslot:’ really hard at her [Survival CraftF
ing] skill. Mt made her -eel stupid when nothing happened. Orustrated, she tried again 
using dijerent wordings. Rhe even tried pulling up her [Status] screen and pulling the 
skill oj the hologram. Mt was ethereal and she couldn’t touch it, though.

Rhe reached her maximum threshold and cursed at it. ”Oucking unslot, you piece o- 
shit: 2ut [Bana Banipulation] there:B

[Survival Crafting has been unslotted. Bana Banipulation has ?lled the slot.]
[You have two slot replacements remaining. Slot cooldown has 23 hours reF

maining.]
fer ;aw dropped.
Mt worked:
—ll it took was to speci-y what skill was replacing the unslotted one: Rhe guessed that 

might be so you couldn’t have any empty slots, -or some reason. Rhe wasn’t sure why it 
mattered. Either way, it was time to test it somehow. Rhe looked over to the last remaining 
[Nungal Wood] sha-t that she hadn’t cra-ted into a spear yet.

Rhe went to work.
[Crude Bakeshift Spear]
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Elania winced. Mt was worse than her last two products, but better than the Arst ones. 
Ro, the skill had deAnitely had some eject‘ or was it a placebo0 fad she ;ust not -ocused 
hard enough on it0

Ouck, she hated this world. Dhere were all the hard numbers0 NeAnitive stats that she 
could use to determine the optimal thing to do0

Cot that she was good at math.
4ut she was pretty good at -ollowing build guides in whatever FF'W2q was recent.
Rhe started to set down her spear when she suddenly -roSe. Two sparkling yellow eyes 

shined at her -rom a doSen -eet away. The owner stopped creeping closer when it noticed 
her ;erk.

[Darkwalker]
The thing resembled a panther! an oversiSed one. 1olor was hard to determine without 

natural light, but the second she locked eyes with it, the predator pounced. Elania pulled 
her spear up to place it between them. Romehow, she got it in place be-ore the -eline shape 
landed on her.

There was a s3uelch as the point ;abbed into the creature’s torso! the sha-t braced 
against the stone she’d been leaning against and bending dangerously. The weapon dug 
home and Anally -ound a so-t point between one o- the darkwalker’s ribs. — vicious, 
hate-ul snarl exploded in her -ace, splattering her with spittle.

Mts claws raked her side, but she grabbed it by the throat.
Mt slammed her against the rock wall, scraping her back. — heavy swat tried to bash her 

away, but she shoved [Power] into her arms. Mt wasn’t much because she was so low on 
it‘ but it was enough.

fer Angers dug into the animal’s Hesh and then a sick sounding crunch echoed in the 
cave. fer opponent went limp.

Rhe’d crushed its spine.
4lood pooled all over her, hal- o- it hers. Rhe shoved the beast oj o- her and her 

wounds burned as they slowly stopped bleeding and knitted back together. Mt wasn’t like 
the instant healing she’d had be-ore.

Dhen the Narkwalker’s eyes glaSed over, a new message appeared.
[Do you wish to absorb the darkwalker EssenceT Y/ ]
fer entire body tensed up. That was not the same message as when she’d absorbed the 

4one Nemon’s 7lingering power’ or whatever. M- demons were the only way to recharge, 
and she couldn’t get her mana shard back or And a new one‘
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Rhe accepted the message. fal- the blood spattered on her began to glow and disinz
tegrate along with the corpse. ittle gold motes Hoated into the air be-ore gathering and 
then Hying into her chest. Mt was pretty, but nothing was more beauti-ul or relieving that 
the message that appeared be-ore her.

[You have absorbed 15 Power!]
[You have gained a level in Stealth!]
[You have gained darkwalker AMnity!]
[Consume more darkwalker Essence to enable darkwalker ransformation!]

osing the materials -rom the carcass wasn’t ideal! maybe she’d eventually need some 
hides -or making something. Except she had no -ucking clue how to go about it, really. 
Rhe had a vague idea that you needed brains or something to tan it, but she suspected 
there was a level o- nuance and knowledge she simply lacked -or attempting it.

—ctually, having the thing dissolve into nothing while boosting her power was probaz
bly ideal -or her current abilities. That she’d gained a rank in a skill -rom it‘ was a pretty 
nice bonus. Fore stealth seemed like a great thing to pick up.

Rhe wasn’t sure what — nity meant, but the trans-ormation bit was worrying. Mt was a 
dijerent term -rom the previously ojered 7evolutions’ and it didn’t sound as permanent.

fer sides pinched as they 3uickly began to heal with the sudden extra [Power] she’d 
gained. Rtill slower than when she’d been overloaded, however. Mt ;ust meant she needed 
to hunt more creatures. Mt seemed her trans-ormation into a esser Nemon meant she was 
on a carnivore diet now.

Rhe Axed up her robe, which had grown a bit more tattered! it was torn in a doSen places 
now, but it was the best she had.

M- she wanted to survive, she knew what she needed to do now.
Rhe gathered up her spears and held them under her le-t arm. The best one went in her 

right hand. Rhe could use it as a walking stick‘and a weapon to hunt with.
Mt was time to hunt.



CHAPTER 16 – THE HUNT

H unting was not as simple as Elania had thought it would be. Going out and just 
wandering through the various caverns aimlessly allowed her to build up a mental 

map of the region, but prey eluded her. She guessed that the Ralfots and Elnats were all 
hidden away under the protection of the Mushroohums near their village, meaning it was 
too dangerous to go after them.

She had seen no wild specimens of the two species, so she had started to think about 
taking on something larger, like the [Darkwalker] that had attacked her.

In one cave, she found a weird-looking plant that had long but xeTible rods. ’he 
[Fenrod] stalks seemed perfect for weaving something useful out of them, and she 
carefully constructed a frame from them using small strips of cloth from her dwindling 
supply to secure the construction. ’he wicker frame was sturdy and xeTible by the time 
she was done, but since the most common weapon sheUd faced was spears, she felt it needed 
reinforcing.

Asing her wedge rock, she stripped some wide boards o‘ of a fungal tree and then used 
a small amount of [Power] to fuse the soft wood to the frame rods.

[Primitive Shield]
Bt least it hadnUt given it the 1crudeU moniker. She wondered if the result would have 

been better if sheUd slotted [Survival Crafting] back, but the cooldown on swapping 
slotted skills made her hesitate to do so.

She was looking for a 2ght, after all.
Searching more caves didnUt yield any results, and she was growing bored. 5ut not tired. 

Her [Power] was on a timer and slowly eroding. ’he 2ght with the darkwalker had been 
only slightly bene2cial. SheUd burned DO power killing it and only gained DN. ’hat was a 
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bad ratio, and she needed to ambush whatever she fought and try to conserve as much 
[Power] as possible while doing so.

3rojectile weapons would be ideal, but the throwing stones didnUt seem like theyUd be 
e‘ective. She needed more javelin spears.

If she had a lot of them, there would be no need to hesitate to throw them at whatever 
she came across. She needed that advantage. Her aim wasnUt very good. It never had been, 
really.

Giving up her fruitless hunt for a while, Elania aimed for some more of the [Fungal 
Growth] trees that were so common. Her wedge rock came out, and she began furiously 
scraping away at one of the larger ones. qive, ten, 2fteen, twenty shafts later, she felt 
satis2ed and bundled them up in her arms and carried them o‘ to a cave corner and got 
to work.

5efore she started though, she wanted to swap out a skill for [Survival Crafting].
[Mana Manipulation]was just too important to consider dropping, and she never 

knew when something was going to attack, so she didnUt want to give up her [Improvised 
Combat] either.

[Stealth has been unslotted. Survival Crafting has Ylled the slot.]
[cou have one slot repla2ement remaining. Slot 2ooldown has 3- hours remainJ

ing.]
Ch. ’hat was an interesting new tidbit. ’he cooldown for the slot change had reset 

with her new switch? meaning she had to wait another Oz hours to get her full three 
swaps back. If she swapped another skill before then, the Oz hours would reset a third 
time and sheUd be stuck with what she had picked until the cooldown was up.

Still, that didnUt derail her current plant to craft the javelins and then re-slot [Stealth] 
for the neTt round of 1HuntingU that she hoped would be? a little more productive.

Going through the big stack of spears took a while. ’he 0uality seemed very subtle, 
unfortunately. Bll of them came out as [Makeshift yavelin] without the crude moniker, 
so that was good. She wondered what it would take to get an 1eTcellentU or some other 
pre2T. If that was even possible;

Brmed with the stack of makeshift javelins, Elania set out once more into the cavernous 
network. Her newly crafted shield hung awkwardly from her shoulder, but it was the best 
defensive thing she could come up with. Re-slotting her [Stealth] skill set her cooldown 
back to Oz hours, and she was oWcially out of swaps until it reached —ero.
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B few more caverns turned up nothing but [yellR] and a few insect swarms. She was 
about to move on when the smell hit her. It was the smell of rot and decay. Something 
had died. Cr just smelled terrible.

Scouring the area turned up a half-eaten Ralfot carcass. 5ugs s0uirmed in its xesh, and 
she 0uickly dismissed the thought of approaching any closer to see if she could absorb 
it, anyway. She hurried to a safe distance away and then fought to keep from vomiting. 
9othing came out, though, just dry heaves.

’hat was probably because she no longer ate or drank anything.
’here simply werenUt any big herds like sheUd found near the Mushroohum village. 

3robably because things like the darkwalker ate them, so they had to hide. Heck, she was 
hunting them! there were predators and it only made sense to keep hidden.

”hen she entered the neTt cavern, the gloss moss on the ceiling was shining eTtra 
brightly, enough to actually hurt her eyes a little. Fovering her face with a forearm, she 
moved to a more shaded spot so she could survey the area.

B stream ran through the rock, patches of green moss growing along the back all the 
way to a large pond. She fro—e when she spotted the 2rst creature. It looked like a [Talfot], 
and she reali—ed there was a whole herd of them. So much for her theory of no herdsJthey 
were probably just widely spread out.

Anlike their domesticated cousins, this group was absolutely silent. ”hich made sense. 
She crouched down and did her best to avoid being spotlighted by the bright patches of 
moss as she worked her way around to a ledge that overlooked the water.

Bll the Ralfots had their heads down, taking big gulps of water and sniWng some of 
the mushrooms and plants near the waterUs edge.

ETcept one. B big one, with a massive coat of shaggy white moss-hair that reached the 
ground. It read as a normal [Talfot], as well, but she suspected it was the bull. ’he large 
pair of horns that curled inward on themselves almost guaranteed it in her mind, anyway.

Bs she got a better look from above, the di‘erences between these Ralfots and the 
domesticated ones became even more apparent. ’heir coats were shaggier and longer. It 
looked like some of them had been in rough 2ghts and had major scars, and one was even 
missing an eye.

’hat jived with how rough a place sheUd learned the underworld caverns could be.
She set down her stack of javelins silently, then counted. ’here were eleven of them. 

’hat was a pretty scary number. If they decided to run around and up to the ledge as a 
group, sheUd be hard pressed to not be forced to xee rather embarrassingly.



'EMC9PS BSFE9’ D“D

5ut sheUd made a lot of javelins. She had twenty-2ve ready, and she felt like she could 
probably take down one of the beasts with two or three good throws.

She set her shield down and prepared herself mentally. B bit of guilt washed over her. 
Everything she had killed had tried to murder her 2rstJthis was the 2rst time she was 
going to be the aggressor. She didnUt really count stomping on the Elnat an aggression! 
that had been an accident.

She took three javelins in her left hand, then readied another in her throwing arm. 
9ervous energy coursed through her as she stood up, took aim, and threw at the nearest 
[Talfot].

’he throw was bad. She could see that before the weapon even made it halfway to the 
target, so she 0uickly took aim again and threw a second one. ’hen a third.

’he 2rst one clacked on the rocks loudly. Bll the Ralfots fro—e and lifted their heads, 
looking for danger. ’he second throw sank into her targetUs xank, right in the big muscle 
of its back left leg. It let out a pained KMooobaaaYL

[Ehrowing Tank ! has been unlo2ked.]
’he herd bolted like she had eTpected. Straight for her and the ledge. ’he aggression 

was surprising, but they didnUt angle to go around and up to get to her, instead several 
smashed into the stock outcropping. ’he ground shook slightly, but it wasnUt very e‘ec-
tive.

Elania revised the intelligence of the [Talfot] downward, considerably.
’heir stupidity gave her a good chance, though. ’hey were so close it was hard to miss, 

and she shoved a bit of [Power] into her arm to increase her strength. 4avelin after javelin 
rained down on the herd.

[cou have gained a rank in Ehrowing1]
’hat was nice. ’he skill was easy to level. She de2nitely needed whatever advantage it 

gave! her aim was admittedly bad.
”hen she had three more solid hits, which took over half her javelins, the Ralfots 2nally 

reali—ed that she was a predator they couldnUt deal with, and the herd scrambled to escape 
out of the cavern.

’hey 0uickly charged out of her range, eTcept for one she had wounded heavily. It 
made it a little way away from the pond before collapsing onto its side. She gathered her 
2ve remaining javelins and jumped down and hurried over to the carcass. She touched it 
and accepted the absorption re0uest 0uickly.

[cou have gained a level1]



ERICS…“…D“O

[cou have absorbed AA Power1]
[cou have gained a rank in Crisis Management1]
[cou have gained Talfot H–nitR1]
[Consume more Talfot !ssen2e to enable Talfot Eransformation1]
She shook her head. ’here wasnUt time to think about why Ralfots rewarded Frisis 

Management. Cr any reason to think about transforming into one.
’here were two more wounded Ralfots. SheUd watched them run away with the rest 

of the herd with javelins sticking out of them. Sprinting over to where she saw them 
disappear, there was another cavern. 5lood drippings on the ground provided a line to 
follow, and she did just that.

9ot blindly, though. She didnUt want to run into the angry herd and give them an easy 
target to attack. eeping a careful eye out, she pushed forward cautiously.

In the neTt chamber she spotted a [Talfot] on its side, puWng heavily. ’he wound had 
been enough to slowly take it down. ’he rest of its family was nowhere to be seen. Elania 
stepped up to the thingUs head, and it made a pitiful cry as its eyes rolled wildly at the sight 
of her.

B frown crossed her face. KIUm sorry they left you behind. IUll end things fast.L
9ot trusting her soft wood javelin, she knelt down, then pushed a xare of [Power] into 

her 2st before slamming it into the animalUs skull. It was crushed between the blow and 
the stone, and it went limp.

[cou have absorbed A3 Power1]
[cou have gained a rank in Crisis Management1]
[cou have gained Talfot H–nitR1]
[Consume more Talfot !ssen2e to enable Talfot Eransformation1]
’here was one more left. She was pretty sure she got it good as well. ’he trail of blood 

continued further into the cavern, and she followed it. It led to another transition, but 
this area was full of glowing red plants. Her eyes adjusted to the light, but it made it very 
hard to spot the red blood trail that was leaving a thinner and thinner coat on the rocks.

’hat wasnUt good.
Giving up didnUt sit well with her, though, and she put a lot of e‘ort into searching. 

Eventually, her perseverance was rewarded with a new, very useful sounding skill.
[Era2king Tank ! has been unlo2ked.]
She was racking up new skills at a rapid pace, but she would have traded some of that 

for more [Power], the 5one 'emon had given much, much more and it was going to 
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take hunting a lot more creatures than she had thought to reach her maTimum. Especially 
since it had leveled up so much when she had been overloading with the mana shard.

’he blood trail crisscrossed through a half do—en more caverns, and she began to feel 
frustration. 4ust how far was the thing going to run; ’he blood trail had nearly gone dry, 
so the wound had probably nearly stopped bleeding. She hadnUt spotted the javelin, but 
that didnUt mean it hadnUt somehow dislodged the weapon and she had just missed it.

4ust when she was about to give up the chase, she spotted her 0uarry lying on its side 
near an incline up to another cavern entrance. K esYL she mumbled out loud, eTcitement 
getting the better of her.

Anlike the second [Talfot], this one wasnUt moving or awake.
Her javelin had been removed from its corpse and was lying on the ground, and as she 

moved closer, she immediately saw that someone had been slicing o‘ the animalUs skin. B 
familiar musky scent 2lled the air, as did a loud KGlua-Glaa;L

Immediately, she went into a crouch and crossed to a shadowy area along the cave wall. 
She moved forward slowly until she spotted the source. B Mushroohum was looking 
around, maybe for the sound she made, a metal knife held in its hand.

[Lunter  Mushroohum  evel 33]
She stopped and watched it look around. Maybe her [Stealth] skill was working 

because it looked directly toward her several times, but its ga—e passed her right by. Bfter 
a few moments, it went back to the [Talfot] corpse and went back to work.

He had stolen her kill. Bnger at another theft 2lled her, but she 0uickly suppressed 
it. Still, she didnUt want to give up the [Power] the carcass would provide, even if it was 
reduced due to the damage and state.

ooking back over her shoulder, she con2rmed an escape route was clear, then moved 
forward, doing the best she could to remain silent and stealthy. It worked until she was 
very, very close.

She stepped out of the shadows and shouted. KHeyYL
’he hunter was so startled it fell backwards from its crouch. Its two yellow eyes focused 

on her immediately and it held up its knife, pointing it at her. KGlaa-GlaaYL
B stinky smell 2lled the air.
Maybe sheUd just made the mushroom man shit himself;
Elania pointed at the Ralfot. K’hatUs mineYL
KGlaa;L ’he smell became less pungent, but still bad. More worryingly, it slid its knife 

into its belt and then grabbed its discarded spear.
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Elania readied her own weapon. If he choose violence, she was ready to end things 
0uickly, and she wouldnUt feel bad at all about it. Stealing from her was one thing, but 
then 2ghting her over her kill was another.

Her grip tightened on her weapon. K”e are all just 2ghting to survive, but that belongs 
to meYL

KGlaa-GlaaYL came the reply.
qrustration 2lled her, but then she fro—e as she noticed movement behind the 

Mushroohum. ’wo yellow eyes crept forward.
She reali—ed that her attempt at an inter-species communication breakthrough would 

have to wait.
’he [Darkwalker] roared and pounced on the hunterUs back.



CHAPTER 17 – DIPLOMACY

E lania watched in frozen horror as the Darkwalker descended upon the unsuspecting 
Mushroohum. The cavern echoed with a guttural roar as the beast completed its 

pounce, slashing at the hunter’s back with vicious abandon. Rexeyivelj, she tightened the 
grip on her readj Aavelin.

“ xurrj of panicked G-laa!-laa”S Hlled the air as the Mushroohum was thrown to his 
knees under the brutal assault. The Darkwalker loomed over him menacinglj in the dim 
light and went for a bite.

“cting on instinct rather than logic, Elania rushed towards them. Bhe threw the 
Aavelin in her hand at them, but it went wide and high and clacked against the cave wall 
ineIectuallj. Readjing another Aavelin, she tossed the bundle with the rest of them onto 
the ground so she could wield her weapon with both hands.

“s she closed in, she noted how the struggle evolved into something less one!sided. 
Despite being taken bj surprise and being slashed and bitten alreadj, the Mushroohum 
shook the Darkwalker oI its back and grab its nearbj weapon.

Ois skin bore deep gashes, and dark green blood welled up and oozed out slowlj like 
a strange Aellj. “s the mushroom man spun around, the Darkwalker didn’t hesitate to 
continue the attack. Oe barelj raised the spear and Aammed the handle crosswise into the 
Darkwalker’s gaping maw, preventing it from biting down on his throat.

9oth went falling backwards in a tumble, and Elania reoriented and continued her 
charge.

The Darkwalker adAusted immediatelj, clawed feet raking the man’s torso savagelj. 0t 
was so preoccupied with its prej that it didn’t notice her. Bhe remained silent right up to 
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the moment where she slammed her Aavelin into the beast’s side, right behind its front leg. 
The sharp point sunk deep into xesh.

The Darkwalker reacted instantlj, Aumping oI and rolling, causing the weapon to bend 
almost to snapping before it slipped out. “ gush of blood eyploded like a pulsating gejser, 
and the creature let out a pained shriek.

[You have gained a rank in Improvised Combat!]
[You have reached the maximum available rank in Improvised Combat!]
[Consider developing a more advanced skill!]
'eaping oI the Mushroohum, the Darkwalker nearlj collapsed when it landed, but 

regained its feet and turned to run.
The Mushroohum stood up immediatelj and brandished its spear toward the Dark!

walker, but it was clear the wounds had left it disoriented and dazed.
The thought that the wound she had given the creature was enough to kill it proved 

wrong when it suddenlj spun around and charged againCdirectlj at her. Elania took a 
step back in surprise, startled bj the new attack.

Disarmed, she did her best to dodge, Aumping out of the waj as it pounced on her. 
Bcrambling back toward her Aavelins, it chased. 0t was faster, but she pulled out a throwing 
stone and infused [Power] into her arm as she tossed it. The throw was bad and she was 
weak, but the Darkwalker was so close she couldn’t miss, and the stone thwacked heavilj 
into its feline torso, knocking it oI its feet.

0t gave her enough time to reach her weapons, but before she could throw, it was on her 
xank. Bhe dodged sidewajs into a roll before slashing at it, but its claws raked her forearm 
heavilj as it slid underneath the weapon.

“ jelp!turned!curse escaped her as she tripped as she backpedaled out of the roll, and 
then it Aumped on her. 0ts back foot clawed her thigh and it swiped at her face. 

Bhe blocked that with the shaft of her spear, and when it tried to lunge down and bite 
her neck, she head!butted it in the nose.

Blamming her knee into its side in an attempt to xip it oI of her didn’t work. 0t was 
bigger than the Hrst one she had fought and heavier than her bj far. “ hot roar blew in 
her face as it snapped at her. 

9efore she could react, a spearpoint slammed into the Darkwalker’s side, sprajing her 
with another coating of blood. This one died rapidlj, and she could immediatelj feel the 
creature weaken.

The Mushroohum” Bhe’d completelj forgotten about him in the melee”
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Bhe rolled again. This time it was like dealing with a dead weight‘ there was a Hnal growl 
then she saw the Darkwalker’s ejes glaze over.

0t was dead.
[Do you wish to absorb the darkwalker Essence? Y/N]
Ues, she did‘ she scrambled to her feet and turned on the Mushroohum as the process 

took over.
[You have absorbed 15 Power!]
[You have gained a level in Stealth!]
[You have gained Darkwalker ATnity!]
[Consume more Darkwalker Essence to enable darkwalker fransRormation!]
0t watched her closelj as the [Darkwalker] dissolved into energetic motes that melded 

into her skin. 9lood dripped from the hunter’s spear, and he slowlj backed awaj from her 
toward the [HalRot] carcass and the hides he had been preparing.

Riiight. Bhe’d helped him on impulse, but that didn’t mean she had accomplished her 
goal. 0t was still to be seen if this would help communications or if the Mushroohum 
would be thankful. Majbe he thought he hadn’t needed her help8

Too bad her qPniversal’ speech skill seemed to be about as universal as a ten!jear!old, 
out!of!date tv controller.

Oer small wounds had alreadj healed, and he looked the worse for wear, though. Ois 
gaping inAuries weren’t bleeding profuselj, though. Most of them had sealed up, probablj 
because whatever qblood’ the mushroom man had was verj thick.

Oow eyactlj their biologj worked, she had no idea.
G-laa!-laa.S “ sicklj sweet scent she’d not smelled before Hlled the area, and she 

realized it emanated from the Mushroohum. Yome to think of it, the mushroom men 
seemed to suddenlj smell more whenever thej talked. Majbe that was a hint8

GBtop.S Elania ordered.
The Mushroohum did so, turning toward her while still holding his weapon.
Bhe moved around him, keeping a safe distance and then got between him and the 

Ralfot. G0t belongs to me. 0 need it.S
G-laa.S There was a sharp odor. 9ut the Mushroohum didn’t approach, but its focus 

lingered on the hides it had been preparing.
Elania frowned. 0t wasn’t like thej were going to be of much use to her. Thej probablj 

would be if she knew how to tan them or make things from them, but she had never 
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taken primitive survival lessons back home other than watching random documentaries 
on Discoverj or 7ational -eographic.

The eychange cjcled frustratinglj between G-laaS and GMineS in an annojinglj con!
sistent manner until she knelt down and picked up the hides. The sjstem labeled them 
[-ighQ uality HalRot Skin] which proved that there were higher …ualitj levels, but she 
was probablj Aust to bad to make them.

The Mushroohum tensed up. Bhe pointed to his knife. GTrade.S
Oe tilted his head. Bhe tried again, but there was still no understanding.
Deciding to take another tack, Elania knelt down and put the skins between them. 

:ointing at his knife, she demanded again. GTrade.S
Oe Hnallj seemed to get the idea and knelt down as well, drawing the knife from his 

belt and placing it opposite of the hides. Bhe pushed the stack of them towards him slowlj.
0nstead of copjing her gesture with the knife, he reached out and pulled the hides to 

himself. Oe reached out to take the blade back as well, but her hand snapped over to it 
and snatched it.

G7o” Uou don’t get both.S Elania warned.
G-laa!-laa!-laa”S That didn’t seem to make him happj, which meant she got doused 

in a muskj smelling rot. Pgh. Bhe did not like mushroom men”
G0t’s a trade. Uou don’t get both,S she repeated.
Oe wobbled multiple times, then it seemed to Hnallj click. Oe pulled oI his leather 

belt and put it down on the ground, then pointed at the knife. G-laa”S
Elania rubbed the side of her head and considered. The knife was made of crude metal, 

not nearlj the …ualitj of her steel dagger, but it would still be verj useful.
1n the other hand, making another trade would probablj improve their communi!

cation, and the hides for the knife seemed a little unfair. The belt would be helpful for 
carrjing things as well.

Pltimatelj, she decided to ac…uiesce, even though she wanted the knife and the belt.
The trade went oI without a hitch this time.
Bhe eyamined the belt. 0t had a metal buckle and three small emptj pouches. 0t also had 

a loop for the knife sheath, but the Mushroohum had kept that part. The knife sheath 
went with the knife, she supposed, so she didn’t obAect.

9ut she reallj wanted the knife, too. 'ooking back at the carcass, she pointed to it, then 
to his knife. GTrade.S
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This prompted confusion. Bhe cleared it up bj standing up and walking over to the 
carcass. 0t was easilj twice her size, and deHnitelj heavj. Bhe channeled [Power] through 
her limbs and lifted it easilj. The oIer to absorb appeared even though the carcass wasn’t 
intact, but she denied it.

Dumping the carcass at his feet, Elania pointed at the knife again. GTrade.S
Bhe got her knife.
Rather than disappearing immediatelj, she moved awaj to a safe distance and watched. 

Oe kept a warj gaze on her as he went back to his work preparing the carcass. 0t turned 
out he had a second knife, this one made of bone, inside his big leather pack. That would 
have been nice to get, too, but she doubted that he’d accept the stones in her pockets for 
it, and she wanted to keep the belt and knife.

0t turned out there were a lot more skins on the [HalRot] left to harvest, and then 
came a dozen large steaks of meat. Thej oozed on the ground, and she didn’t think it was 
eyactlj sanitarj, but she realized that worrjing about that might not be important to the 
mushroom men.

GUou should have a name.S Elania blurted out.
Oe looked at her, confused.
Bhe hadn’t reallj meant for him to understand. Bhe was taking mostlj to herself. GOow 

about, Bkinner8 That’s a good name. :lus, it’s what jou do.S
Bkinner replied with a predictable, G-laa8S
0t was a stupid thing to bother him with, but apparentlj, he didn’t think so as he picked 

up one of the meat steaks and tossed it to her.
Bhe winced. as she a dog8 “ctuallj, she hadn’t eaten in  well, a long time, but the 

meat didn’t seem that appetizing. Oer appetite had disappeared completelj, she realized. 
Bhe’d have rather had another dose of [Power], if anjthing.

Elania’s ejes widened. That wasn’t …uite correct, she realized. Bhe had an appetiteCfor 
recharging her [Power] stat. 0t acted like her food and water. Oeck, it even acted like her 
oyjgen”

Did that mean she’d never be able to eat anjthing ever again8 This was skirting too close 
to the idea that she actuallj was, in fact, a vampire thing. 1r rather, a demon.

Bhe ejed the steak and picked it up. 0t was gross as heck, and now there was a coating 
of cave dust on the bottom.

9ut she couldn’t shake the thought.
Bhe wanted the abilitj to enAoj food. That was a maAor part of being human”
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Drinking water hadn’t made her sick, so eating should be Hne, right8 Right8
G0’m going to leave jou to it,S Elania Hnallj decided. The Mushroohum watched her 

go without a word, before returning to tending the [HalRot].
“ new obstacle laj before her  how the heck was she going to make a campHre to cook 

with safelj8



CHAPTER 18 – STEAK AND 
INTROSPECTION

E lania made her way through the labyrinth of caverns, keeping an eye out for any signs 
of danger. Her senses were on high alert as she picked her way through the quiet 

buzz of the underground’s Tora and fauna. Ihe meat would probably attract predators 
and she didn’t want to run into another [Darkwalker] so she did her best to hurry while 
keeping out of sight.

Eventually, she found a small clearing surrounded by large boulders right in the center 
of a stream. Ihe river stones had been scoured clean by the water, and the entire area 
lacked a coat of moss on the ceiling. Ihe center of the boulders was dry, too.

-t was a nice place to set as a FreSsafe makeshift campsite.
Elania wasted no time getting to work. jirst, she fetched water from the stream, and 

rinsed the meat thoroughly, removing the lingering dirt and grime that had attached itself. 
xhe left it on a Wavelin skewer leaning against the boulder wall. Ihen she gathered wood 
from a nearby [Tower Cap] that was harder than the normal fungal growths.

-t was harder to cut its Tesh, but with the metal knife, it was possible. -t had a harder 
teLture and was less springy, but was also less Teshy and wet. Aith a little help, she thought 
it would burn.. xhe had a little idea on how to use tinder to start a Fre. xhe’d never have 
attempted it without a lighter or Fre source.

Duckily, she had one builtSin now.
xhe arranged a pile of stones in a small circle, then began to create a pile of shavings. 

Ihe rest was turned into thin slices. R few larger chunks she saved to build a little log 
teepee. Ihe kindling went inside. Orawing on her [Mana Manipulation] she pulsed a 
small wave of [Power] into the base of the kindling pile and it instantly ignited.
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Uagic sure was nice.
xhe watched the kindling burn and fed it more lengths until the Fre was a steady crackle 

and a base of embers had formed underneath the logs. -t was Fnally time to cook the meat. 
xhe brought the steak over and sliced it up into multiple cuts with the Uushroohum knife, 
then stuck each one on its own skewer.

xetting up two big rocks, she balanced the meat skewers over the Fre. Rs the meat slowly 
roasted over the heat, it began to drip and sizzle. Rs she slowly rotated them, tantalizing 
aromas Flled the surrounding air, and for the Frst time, she thought she felt the stirring 
of hunger.

Ahen each cut was Fnally charred to perfection, she removed them from the heat. xhe 
took a moment to admire her handiwork before taking the Frst eLperimental bite. 9ich 
Tavors eLploded on her tongueNWuicy tenderness miLed with a slightly crisp eLterior and 
a smokey undertone that reminded her of a homeScooked barbeque back home.

9elief Flled her as she swallowed the mouthful with no odd or adverse reaction. 
-t appeared that she was still able to enWoy normal human pleasures after all. Aith a 
newfound enthusiasm fueling each bite, she devoured the simple meal.

-t was almost a shock when there was none left.
Ihe warm Fre, the meal, and the copious amount of recent eLercise and Fghting left 

her feeling sleepy. 'sing her arm for a pillow, she nodded oC to sleep.
R chill draft woke her, eventually. Ihe Fre had burned itself out, hinting at the 

duration of her sleep. xhe felt rested and reSenergized. xhe needed to Fgure out her neLt 
plans. Aithout thinking about it she opened up her [Status] to conFrm her progress.

[Status: Elania Reyes]
[Level 13 Lesser Demon (Summoned Potency 9999+)]
[Karma: 12345]
[Power: 59/152]
[Perks: (Summoned from Another World!) (Regeneration)]
[Class: Survivor]
[Skill Slots: 3]
[Slotted Skills: Improvised Combat (Rank S+), Stealth (Rank A), Mana Ma-

nipulation (Rank B)]
[AUnities: (Demonic), (Mana)]
[Magical: Demonic Aura (Rank B) (Deactivated)]
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[Physical: Darkvision (Rank B) (Activated), Throwing (Rank D), Tracking 
(Rank E), Survival Crafting (Rank C)]

[Mundane: Identify (Rank D), niversal Speech (Rank S), Reading (Rank A), 
Writing (Rank B), Crisis Management (Rank C)]

0ne thing was sort of clear? leveling was slowing down. Ihe Frst ten had gone by in a 
Tash from defeating the cultist and the 4one Oemon. Ihe Fghts with the Uushroohums 
and the animals had only gained her two. xhe wasn’t sure what levels did, though, if they 
even did anything at all.

Rnnoying. Rt least her skill ranks seemed to be helpful, even if some of them were 
fuzzy in that department. Bertainly, some skills seemed much more useful and tangible 
than others.

Ihe rate she’d been increasing them seemed quick as well, since it appeared xP was the 
highest they could go. Rlthough the hint that she should develop a more advanced skill 
seemed relevant.

Oid that mean she could change her [Improvised Combat] skill to something with a 
better grade or something!

Uartial Rrts! xuper Heroic jighting xtyle! Uartial xupremacy!
xhe was able to think of all kinds of fancy names for skills that would probably be better 

than [Improvised Combat].
Ahat she really needed was someone who knew how things worked to eLplain it to her, 

although she was putting some of it together herself, at least.
Elania let out a sigh. xhe still needed to get twoSthirds of her [Power]  stat reS

Flled. Ahich meant more hunting. Ihere was no way she was going to inFltrate the 
Uushroohum village without it maLed out. 9anking up her skills, especially [Stealth], 
seemed like a good idea, too. R few more Oarkwalkers would probably help in that regard.

4efore hunting more, she needed to deal with her new gear. Ihe leather belt Ft her 
since it was capable of tightening with the buckle. -t looked relatively modern, actually, 
although it was made from what she assumed was real leather. Ihe metal buckle was free 
of rust and felt sturdy.

xhe wasn’t sure what she’d used the pouches for, yet. Ihey didn’t have a ton of volume.
xwapping out [Mana Manipulation] for [Survival Crafting] was a temporary meaS

sure, but even if the help was minimal, what she wanted to do was slightly more compleL 
than what she’d been doing before. xo, she Fgured every bit would help and would be 
worth starting a slot swap cooldown.
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Ahat she wanted was a holster for her Wavelins. Aith the knife, she cut oC a small 
splinter of wood and then used the point to make a needle hole. R tatter from her robe 
provided thread and the material to make some loops. RdWusting the pouches to her back, 
they made a suitable base.

3eLt up was to make some new Wavelins to replace the ones she had left behind in her 
mad hunting scurry. xhe shaved oC ten new shafts and then used the knife to whittle spear 
points for them. Ihat went much faster than using her stone wedge.

-t took almost two hours to carefully complete both proWects, but she was satisFed 
with the results. xtanding up, she slid three Wavelins into the loop and pouch. 4ouncing 
around a bit, she tested the Ft, and they stayed secure on her back. Rs long as she didn’t 
do anything too crazily acrobatic, they’d stay put long enough for her to draw them and 
then throw.

xtill not as fast as Wust keeping a few eLtra in her left hand, but sometimes she needed 
both hands.

xatisFed with her new weapons and equipment, she decided it was time to go. Her 
destination was easy to determine? the pond where she had ambushed the [Ralfot] herd. 
xhe’d stupidly left her shield behind on the stone outcropping, and getting it back was a 
good idea.

-f Wust only because wasting her eCort making it rankled. 
Ihe shield’s eCectiveness would be low against a [Darkwalker] or charging [Ralfot], 

but if she engaged with some more of the Uushroohum warriors, it would probably be 
good.

0nce she fetched it, she could make a loop for it and hang it on her back or something. 
Even if that meant she’d end up looking like a DR9…er or something.

9emembering to swap out [Survival Crafting] for [Mana Manipulation], she took 
the further step to swap [Improvised Combat] for [Throwing]. 4eing able to hit her 
targets from a distance would be a more eCective use of her ammunition. Rnd she could 
still use her [Mana Manipulation] to fortify herself in an upSclose Fght.

Even though the caverns were mazeSlike, she had a pretty good idea of which way to 
go. Halfway there she spotted the old blood trail, and her [Tracking] skill made it much 
easier to spot when she traveled back through the redShued caverns. Ahen she reached 
the pondScave, she couldn’t believe her eyes.

Ihe [Ralfot] herd was backé
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Uinus three of their number. xhe crouched down, thanked her increasing level of 
stealth, and made her way over to the outcropping. xure enough, her shield was right 
where she left it. xhe sat down and watched the herd, wondering what to do.

Ihere were nine left. Ihat’d be ninety points of [Power] conservatively calculated. 4ut 
she wasn’t conFdent in a full sweep, and there were two younglings that she wasn’t keen 
on killing, and killing the entire herd was probably  too much!

Elania frowned. xhe needed the power. Her sympathy for the herd and their losses 
conTicted with her own needs. xhe decided to wait and observe and see if she could learn 
more about the animals. -t was clear it was a habit that they come to this pond to drink, 
especially considering there was still evidence of the earlier battle in the form of dried 
blood all over the cavern.

0ther than the macabre d cor, [Ralfot] watching turned out to be sort of relaLing. 
Ihe moss glimmered, and the 9alfots went about their business munching on plants and 
mushrooms while getting drinks. Ihe big bull stood guard, keeping an eye out.

Dulled to peacefulness, she nodded oC into a nap.



CHAPTER 19 – DARKWALKER BATTLE

E lania was woken up by a massive, wet tongue on her face.

One of the smaller Ralfots had found its way up to her, and was standing overtop 
of her. Small was a misnomer, because even being one of the younglings, the animal was 
still massive.

And apparently curious, and not holding a grudge for the earlier hunting. It licked her 
again, eliciting a giggle. She gently pushed away its snout. “Stop that.”

It came closer and nuzzled her. There was a questioning “Moobaa” from below, and 
she felt a bit of panic. The adults were not likely to take kindly to her hanging out with 
one of their calves.

A frenzy of “Moobaa” erupted, ’lling her with panic. She!d been caughtB It wasn!t even 
her faultB

The calf ran back down the outcrop and left her alone. jy the time she gathered up her 
shield and :avelins, she realized her mistake.

An angry roar ’lled the cavern. She immediately spotted the sourceC a [Darkwalker] 
pouncing on one of the young Ralfots that had taken Dight. A savage twist and the calf!s 
throat was torn out.

The large [Ralfot] jull charged the attacking [Darkwalker] but then a second 
[Darkwalker] appeared from behind a boulder, pouncing on the bull!s back. Nlaws 
raked down its side, and the ’rst [Darkwalker] turned and changed targets, snapping 
at the jull!s throat.

The massive animal was not willing to surrender, however. It lowered its head in time 
and slammed its massive, curled horns into the 'arkwalker!s face. It went Dying, but that 
gave time for the other one to dart in and rake the bull!s side.
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The two :umped back, avoiding the jull!s blows while taking opportunistic opportu?
nities to attack. The rest of the herd Ded quickly. …hen they were all gone, the jull tried 
to escape, but it quickly became clear that it was wounded heavily from the raking and 
was losing steam. One of the 'arkwalkers was also wounded, favoring one leg slightly.

Elania ran the calculations in her head. The larger jull probably gave more [Power] 
and the 'arkwalkers would give her more stealth, probably. Maybe all three would give 
her a level9

She strapped her shield onto her forearm with its cloth wrap, then slid three :avelins 
into their holsters and then readied three more into her left hand. The battle continued 
to rage below, and she carefully walked down the ramp and then towards it.

1one of the combatants noticed her. They were all so focused on their own ’ght. 
…hen the unharmed [Darkwalker] presented its side to her, she made a [Power] infused 
throw from almost point blank.

Maybe it was because she!d raised her [Power] level, but the pro:ectile streaked forward 
like a rocket, slammed into the 'arkwalker!s side and buried itself deeply, the tip poking 
out the other side of its ribcage.

[You have gained a rank in Throwing!]
It swiveled to her and let out an aborted wet roar before a spew of blood escaped its 

throat. She!d probably hit both of its lungs0assuming they had two lungs.
The jull charged the wounded [Darkwalker] but the attack was anemic. Elania 

didn!t waste any time, not wanting the two to resolve their battle. She threw again, with 
a bit less [Power] and struck the 'arkwalker. A third throw struck the jull, causing it to 
avert its attack on the [Darkwalker] and charge at her.

She!d been ready for that.
Turning around, she pushed [Power] into her legs and then :umped, easily clearing 

the stone outcropping enough to land on her feet. The jull turned away from slamming 
into the stone wall at the last second, but she tossed two more :avelins in quick succession 
from her elevated position. joth slammed into his back.

[You have gained a rank in Throwing!]
The bull wasn!t ’nished though and continued to Dee, but it was slowed. It was clear 

his in:uries were fatal, but he :ust didn!t want to go down yet. It ignored the [Darkwalk-
er] as it headed in the direction the herd had Ded.
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Elania :umped down and headed straight for the dead [Darkwalker]. She!d absorb the 
corpse for more [Power] then go ’nish the wounded one o;. Much to her surprise, the 
wounded one rushed to the corpse ’rst and block her path.

Heveling her :avelin at the thing and holding it in a two?handed grip, she continued her 
approach. The [Darkwalker] let out a multitude of warning grows and hisses. It tried to 
scare her away from the corpse.

Elania frowned. …ere they a mated pair or something9 She felt bad, but she was sure 
that they!d eaten plenty of other creatures during their lives, too.

“Sorry, you!re my dinner,” Elania said.
That seemed to be the signal to pounce. The [Darkwalker] launched itself forward, 

but she!d been eGpecting that, too. Hining up her spear was easy, and her forceful shove 
forward into the pounce :ust added more power to the blow. The spear bent dangerously, 
but the fungal wood was incredibly DeGible.

It bent nearly in half as Elania turned the leap into a vault, the spear tip embedded 
half a foot in the cat!s torso, then slammed it into the ground behind her. It wasn!t dead, 
but it fell as it tried to get up. She slipped the spear out and then stabbed it again in the 
throat. Multiple times. jlood covered everything, a situation that she!d become intimately 
familiar with.

She realized she was absolutely ’lthyY her robe was no longer black at all. Ralfot, 
'arkwalker, and even her own blood co?mingled on the fabric to coat it into a crusty red 
mess.

…hen had she stopped caring about her appearance9 Pow was she not dying from 
being so ’lthy9

The sudden introspection was long enough for the light in the 'arkwalker!s eyes to 
fade. She stepped forward and touched the corpse and absorbed it.

jefore the absorption was ’nished, she went and touched the other one as well, then 
turned to hunt down the [Ralfot] jull.

[You have absorbed 38 Power!]
[You have gained a level in Stealth!]
[You have reached the maximum available rank in Stealth!]
[Consider developing a more advanced skill!]
[You have gained darkwalker AynitE!]
[Consume more darkwalker 2ssence to enable darkwalker Transformation!]
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She scrolled through the messages as she went. It was a nice amount of power, but 
maGing her [Stealth] skill left her conDicted. …hat did it mean to develop [Stealth] into 
a more advanced skill9 …hat was more advanced than [Stealth]9 Maybe0 Super?'uper 
Stealth9

It turned out it hadn!t made it far, collapsing :ust outside the cavern from the blood 
loss of two dozen wounds. One of her :avelins had snapped when it had fallen, but she 
recovered one that was still serviceable before touching the corpse.

[You have absorbed 3M Power!]
[You have gained a rank in Crisis anagement!]
[You have gained Ralfot AynitE!]
[Consume more Ralfot 2ssence to enable Ralfot Transformation!]
She checked her powerY she!d used ten killing them. 2aining siGty power for the 

engagement was nice, but she felt worried. She was changing in ways that she didn!t fully 
understand, and she felt certain it had to do with her devouring the animal!s essence.

A mewl snapped her out of her thoughts and she swiveled around. A young kitten 
[Darkwalker] sat beside the dead [Ralfot] calf that she had completely forgotten about. 
Elania bit her lip, feeling eGtremely conDicted.

The two 'arkwalkers, in her mind, had certainly been a mated pair, and probably 
hunting to feed their cub9 It let out a second cry as she approached. Outside of reach, 
she knelt down and looked at it in the eyes. “I!m sorry. They!re gone.”

It cried back at her, whining. She didn!t know what it was saying. She started to reach 
out toward it, but it let out an angry hiss.

“ eah. I!d be mad at me, too.” Elania mumbled.
She touched the dead [Ralfot] calf and the absorption message appeared. jut her eyes 

tracked back to the cub. Pe probably would need the meal more than her. She wasn!t 
even sure he!d survive the caverns without his parents to hunt and protect him.

jut she felt like she needed to give him a chance. She denied the absorption request and 
instead pulled out her knife and used it to cut a chunk of meat o; the carcass. She tossed 
it to him. Almost immediately, the cub began to lick and then chomp down on the meat.

“Sorry, but I!m not ready to adopt, so this is the most I can do for you.” Elania said.
It looked at her, but then went back to eating. She cut a second chunk from a leg 

muscle, then headed back to where she!d made camp. The stream there was deep enough0 
for her to consider a bath.

lus, she could cook another meal.
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The only issue was that she felt the desire to :ust bite into the raw meat immediately, 
without cooking it.



CHAPTER 20 – MUSHROOHUM SIEGE

E lania lost track of time as she descended into the routine of a cavern predator.

Hunt. Wash. Sleep. Hunt.
She was vaguely aware that her life had turned into a training montage, but she still 

didn’t feel she was ready to explore the Mushroohum’s lair.
With [Stealth] at S+, she was able to sneak around nearly unnoticed by predators 

and prey alike. That allowed her to pick her battles, and she generally ambushed them 
whenever she thought there was an opportunity to do so without risking having to dump 
a large amount of [Power] into the altercation.

She’d learned that mistakes would drain a lot more [Power] to correct, either because 
she needed it to power [Regeneration] or because the amount of [Power] dumped to 
increase her potency was high.

Keeping her [Power] high at all times would be ideal, she found. It wasn’t just having 
more to work with actively; having her [Power] ratio nearly full deAnitely had passive 
beneAts as well. Rs she neared topping it oB, it was clear she had become faster, stronger, 
and thinking was easier and it felt like she had more time to make decisions, even in 
stressful situations like a Aght.

Her [Crisis Management] and [Throwing] both reached S+ rank as well, and 
[Survival Crafting] had improved again to Oank 9. That seemed to be the limit she 
could raise it though, at least from grinding javelins out. That was almost certainly a 
limitation of her imagination or available tools. There was deAnitely a knowledge or 
mental component to upgrading a skill.
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9ut absorbing the essence of something seemed to bypass that. She wasn’t %22- sure, 
but the skills being maxed out didn’t just mean she was a master of the craft, but it was a 
helpful boost.

She found it a bit funny that her weapon came out as [High-Quality Makeshift 
Javelin] now. The [System] was right, though. Each one came out a little diBerent from 
the other. Makeshift for sure. StandardiCing them when all she had was an old iron knife 
was diPcult.

They worked well enough for her hunting purposes, though. She found that close 
range, high‘power shots were very eBective. Even when she’d have preferred a bit more 
distance between her and her target while it bled out.

Dooking was more trouble than it was worth, despite her misgivings. Nart of that was 
convenience. Having to return to a place that was safe to make Are slowed things down. 
The other was the fear that she’d start chomping down on the animal carcasses without 
even cooking them. Oather than face that possibility, it was easier to vaporiCe them into 
[Power] points.

It was also much easier to And a simple cubby‘hole for sleeping than it was to And one 
that didn’t have the 'ammable glow moss nearby.

Washing, however, became a necessity. If she allowed herself, it was possible to com‘
pletely forget that she was covered in blood or Alth. That was nasty.

She would not compromise.
Washing came before sleeping. Rlways.
She avoided external displays of [Power] or using [Mana Manipulation] as much as 

possible, because those tended to be much more expensive on her than internal reinforce‘
ment. 

Her [Demonic Aura] also remained oB. She didn’t experiment with it much, simply 
because it was like leaving a giant 3I’m around here sign’ on all the time, and it was also a 
constant energy drain.

More and more she appreciated just how much her mana shard had saved her life 
at Arst. She’d never have survived the encounter with the 9one …emon if she hadn’t 
been jacked up on [Power] over her limit like an addict hopped up on something. The 
overcharge beneAts had increased her maximum, too.

Eventually, she reached her goal.
[You have absorbed 15 Power!]
[You have gained a level!]
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[You have gained Darkwalker AEnity!]
[Consume more Darkwalker Fssence to enable darkwalker Transformation!]
[Your body has reached the limit of its capacity for Power!]
[ ind a stronger body or reduce your current Power!]
It was time for her to move on to her primary goal. Maybe it wasn’t smart to confront 

the Mushroohums over her mana shard anymore, but it was hers. ?eeding it to survive 
wasn’t strictly true anymore, but they had stolen it from her. She hated being stolen from.

There were plenty of other justiAcations she could make for confronting them, from 
potentially better gear or knowledge5 or even just companionship. Skinner had proved 
they weren’t all homicidal mushrooms.

9ut she’d be lying to herself if she tried to pretend it wasn’t just because the mana shard 
had been hers, it was powerful, and she wanted it back.

What was scary was that she had always been someone that let things go, before she had 
been summoned. Rnother change. More subtle than wanting to chomp down on some 
raw [Ralfot], but more insidious in how things had shaped her.

She still was herself, wasn’t she!
Elania made her way to a cavern she was familiar with and enjoyed a skinny dip to clean 

oB. …rip drying to a hidden outcropping halfway up the cavern wall, she laid down and 
slept.

…reams of pouncing on prey and running in a herd with her brothers and sisters were a 
fuCCy memory when she woke. Those dreams had come more and more often of late. She 
pushed the worry away and jumped down to the cavern 'oor and headed toward where 
she knew the Mushroohum lair was. This time, she remembered to bring her shield.

Scouting the area around the lair hadn’t been high on her priority list because she 
hadn’t wanted to engage in a con'ict. With her [Stealth] skill topped out so much 
though, she felt conAdent in keeping hidden unless she wanted to reveal herself.

Her mental map that had formed of the complex network of caverns was precise, but 
it was still a surprise when she realiCed just how far she had roamed. It took several hours 
to make her way back, and that was with no mistakes while taking the most direct route.

When she reached the pool that she had washed up in after the mushroom men had 
chased her out of their Aelds, she decided to And her way back up to the chamber where 
the 9one …emon had nested. That took some time. There was no way she was swimming 
up the stream, and she’d never walked between the two areas.
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She was thinking it wasn’t even going to be possible because the lair blocked oB the 
only entry point, but eventually she found a winding ramp that led up to the cavern. It 
was too small for a [Ralfot] to At through. It looked like it had been dug out by something 
smaller with sharp claws.

The 9one …emon!
Elania shook her head and pushed through. Keeping an eye out for any Mushroohums, 

she picked her way past the [Flnat] plateaus and back to the ruins she’d stayed in. It was 
trivial to jump up to the second 'oor, then go prone and observe the rest of the cave.

?othing noticed her, but she spotted plenty of Elnats and Oalfots without issue. Even 
the ones that thought they were hidden. Maybe she missed a few, but she was fairly 
conAdent. She was capable of sneaking up and stalking …arkwalkers, after all, and the 
animals in this cave were more domesticated than their wild cousins.

She could have taken them all out Yuickly if she wanted. If she ever wanted to use 
them as a food supply, though, that’d just be a waste. They’d all be dead and wouldn’t 
repopulate. Sneaking in every so often and taking one when she needed a recharge would 
be trivial though, if she didn’t do it too often.

Elania frowned. Had that been what the 9one …emon had done! Had it been smarter 
than she’d given it credit for!

Rs she scanned the area, she couldn’t see any evidence of her battle. ?o left behind 
spears or javelins. The mushroom men had cleaned up. So why was there a heavy tinge of 
blood in the air!

Rfter a few minutes of watching, her brow furrowed. The Oalfots were on the wrong 
side of the cavern. Dlustered up near the Elnats. They wobbled between the mossy 
plateaus with diPculty.

Something was not right.
Rfter a few more minutes of looking for any sign of movement other than the animals, 

she decided to investigate more closely. She moved Yuietly between cover, advancing a bit 
more hastily than was perhaps prudent. The smell became stronger the closer she came 
to the blocked tunnel that led to what she assumed was the Mushroohum’s home.

When it came into view, her eyes widened. The fungal growth that had blocked her way 
before was torn open, large chunks of the barricade torn out and strewn across the area. 
Dorpses of Mushroohums were interspersed between them. She approached the closest 
and examined the body.
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The man was clearly dead, but small mushrooms were growing out of the doCens of 
wounds. …espite the rotting smell, she managed not to gag. The wounds looked like the 
ones …arkwalkers left on Oalfots they hunted.

The thought of reaching out and absorbing the mushroom man was dismissed Yuickly. 
She didn’t feel right eating sapient people. Rt least, not when they hadn’t tried to murder 
her Arst, and she couldn’t be sure any of these had been the ones that had chased her away. 
There was also the fact that she was nearly full on [Power] already, and too much power 
had its own drawbacks, mostly of setting her insides on Are.

What kind of [Darkwalker] could have killed all the hunters! 0r were there more 
of them! Elania focused on the ground, looking for tracks. [Tracking] had been hard 
to level, but it was enough for her to clearly recogniCe the paw prints on the ground as 
coming from multiple animals. ?ot just two or three.

She felt a chill run down her spine. There had been doCens of themG
What could have possessed the …arkwalkers to group up together and attack! Jicious‘

ly, and understanding that they needed to tear down the fungal wall to get inside, too.
It didn’t add up. 0ne thing that she’d learned about …arkwalkers was that they were 

duo hunters. They didn’t group up with other adults other than their mates. She’d taken 
out two couples and spotted a half doCen more.

To see so many working together5was unnatural. …arkwalkers were animals, not an 
armyG

Let, she couldn’t deny the evidence staring her in the face.
Somehow, they had.
Elania gaCed into the torn open passage and decided to investigate. Hadn’t she planned 

on doing so anyway!
The tunnel through the fungus ooCed from where it had been torn. It was clear the 

events had occurred some day or days prior. It wasn’t a good sign for the Mushroohums 
that they hadn’t collected their dead or repaired their defenses.

9ut would an admittedly large pack of …arkwalkers stand a chance against organiCed 
spear Aghters! She didn’t think so, so there had to be more to what was going on.

R half‘decapitated corpse lay against the tunnel mouth, and as she approached, she 
heard the distant sound of growls and rumbling. She picked her way carefully forward. 
When she reached the threshold, she couldn’t help but play her gaCe across the new 
chamber in awe.

It was massive.
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Ouined stonework lined the far wall, likely at least a half mile away, and a waterfall 
poured from the ceiling into a lake, creating a near constant mist.

That provided a humidity she could feel all the way at the small entrance she had arrived 
through. The musky smell that she associated with the Mushroohums became thicker as 
well. lowing moss grew from the ceiling, lighting everything in a pale green light.

?estled at the base of the ruins was a round palisade of fungal trees, their tops removed 
and reformed into pointy tips. Let there were more buildings in the cavern than just 
the settlement. Small farms of mushrooms were scattered everywhere, but she spotted 
…arkwalkers prowling angrily between them, and most of the crops looked like they had 
been crushed.

R few pockets of Mushroohum warriors stood atop the roofs, armed with javelins. 
Rlong the fortiAed village’s edge, they were still throwing them at any …arkwalkers that 
came close, but on the outskirts, the defenders had run out. Those defenders looked 
exhausted, like they’d been harried for days or weeks, and barely responded when an 
opportunistic …arkwalker found a chance to leap up on the building, in attempts to claw 
their way to their trapped prey.

She wasn’t sure what to do. ust Aguring out how to get inside had been the extent of 
her plan. ?ot in a million years had she expected to And an ongoing war between the 
wildlife and the inhabitants.

How the heck was she supposed to look for her mana shard now! The leader of the 
group that had taken it looked like he was important, and her eyes automatically fell on 
the upper level of the far ruins. The village seemed to lead up to it, and there were signs 
of inhabitation when she looked closer.

That was probably the best place to start. She hoped that important people gravitat‘
ing to the highest, more prestigious spaces was a trait the mushroom men shared with 
humans. 0f course, that was assuming a lot. ike what if they saw the stone ruins as the 
slums and the refuse pits and farms were the fancy spots!

Elania shook her head and moved forward, looking to collect more information. She 
nearly ran into a pair of …arkwalkers that had been sitting Yuietly behind a rock.

They let out a growl, then hissed at her before attacking.



CHAPTER 21 – HUNTRESS ASCENDANT

E lania took in the two Darkwalkers darting in at her calmly. She considered whether 
she should turn and run or look for some sort of high-ground that would give her 

an advantage.
In the half-second she had, she decided on neither.
One [Darkwalker] was closer than the other and she darted for it. It grounded itself 

zrmly, then reached out to slash at her with a rapor-shar; strike with its ;aw. She caught 
it on her shieldH the claws digging dee; into the soft wood. ber arm was free in the loose 
arm stra;, though, and she twisted so she could graF its leg.

Tingerti;s digging into its Aesh in an unFreakaFle gri;, she shoved a chunk of [Power] 
into her stance and then waved her arm, Ainging the [Darkwalker] into its com;atriot 
like a Aail. Mhe two cats went rolling in a lum; together Fefore they slammed into a rocky 
wall.

’ chorus of roars eru;ted from what seemed like every direction, echoing oR the walls 
to create an intimidating sound. She glanced on across the zeldsH everywhere she could 
see Darkwalkers were coming out of hiding, they had Feen resting in the shadows and 
waiting for some signal that her arrival seemed to have triggered.

Dopens of Darkwalkers suddenly Fegan to assault the outer farms, and dopens of 
9ushroohum warriors that had Feen harried on the roofs were ;ulled down and dragged 
into a frenpy of tooth and claw.

’ nearFy growl returned her attention to her two o;;onents. Mhey0d righted them-
selves and turned Fack to her, this time a;;roaching with much more caution. Mhe one 
she0d thrown lim;ed on three legs since the leg she0d tossed it with was dislocated and Fent 
Fackwards at an odd angle.
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She ;ulled a Wavelin from her ;ack and leveled it on to; of her shield, moving to a 
crouch.

9aking herself smaller ;rom;ted the unharmed one to attack with a ;ounce. She 
caught the lea; with her shield, and gri;;ing the s;ear near the ti; she WaFFed it into the 
Feast0s Felly twice in Nuick succession Fefore tossing it ;ast her. Mhe zrst one moved in 
slowly to swi;e at her, Fut she lashed the Wavelin across its face, dragging a Floody line 
across Foth its eyes.

Mhe one she0d staFFed came at her Fack, Fut she Wum;ed to the side and threw her 
Wavelin at the Flinded one. E'tra [Power] into the throw meant it ;unched through the 
Feast0s riFcage and into what she ho;ed were some im;ortant internal organs.

Mhat didn0t Fuy her more Freathing room from the one rushing toward her, though. 
She drew her knife as she sideste;;ed a second swing and follow-u; Fite.

Chen it tried a third swi;e, she lunged inside the Flow, graFFing the cat Fy the side and 
Ai;;ing herself u; onto its Fack. 

It Wum;ed Fackwards in an attem;t to dislodge her, Fut her legs clam;ed down on its 
riFcage hard enough for Fones to crack.

Elania ;um;ed [Power] into the Flade to enhance its shar;nessH it cut cleanly through 
the creature0s throat all the way to the s;ine. Death was nearly instant, and she triggered 
the aFsor;tion Fefore they hit the ground.

Mhe one she had im;aled earlier was lying on its side, its chest heaving as it took its last 
Freaths. She aFsorFed it as well, ;ushing her ;ower over the limits.

[You have absorbed 17 Power!]
[You have absorbed 19 Power!]
[You have gained a level!]
[Your body has reached the limit of its capacity for Power!]
[Find a stronger body or reduce your current Power!]
[Your body has exceeded the limit of its capacity for Power!]
[Your body is experiencing thermal degradation!]
[You have gained Darkwalker ACnity!]
[Eonsume more Darkwalker Tssence to enable darkwalker ,ransformation!]
[Due to your high powerR :egeneration is enhanced!]
[Power8 13/5123]
Elania resisted a sudden urge to lick her zngers clean from the Darkwalker Flood as it 

znished dissolving into motes of light. beat trickled from wounds and slashes she hadn0t 
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even realiped she0d received at the time. Mhe ;ain was dulled Fy her sense of calmness, and 
the wounds Fegan to knit themselves closed ra;idly.

Tire zlled her core. It had Feen a while since she0d felt what Feing over the limit so much 
was like. ’ sheen of sweat formed on her forehead, and each Freath felt like ice inside her 
lungs.

Mhe sickness didn0t come, instead she felt invigorated as she watched the Fattle going 
on down Felow in the cavern0s zelds. She s;otted a Flock of 9ushroohum warriors e'iting 
the ;alisade in a sNuare formation, their shields and s;ears u; as they moved toward the 
nearest outskirt Fuilding that was still Fesieged.

It looked like they were moving to relieve the defenders there and take them Fack to 
safety. She wasn0t sure that they0d make it in time, Fut she admired their Fravery. ’lmost 
immediately, Darkwalkers Fegan to harass them with snarls and sna;s.

Mhe smart thing to do would Fe to esca;e, run out of the cavern and wait until whatever 
was going to ha;;en, ha;;ened. 1isking her life zghting to defend 9ushroohums that 
;roFaFly would turn on her and attack as soon as they could, was not a good idea. She 
had no ;romise of a reward for hel;ing them, and the only real reason she had any inkling 
to do so was that Skinner had shown that they weren0t com;letely violent. Mhat and they 
were ;eo;le, and the Darkwalkers were mean angry ;redators.

Mhe second-Fest thing to do would Fe to continue her inzltration, sneak around the 
Fattle, climF into the 9ushroohum village, and look for her mana shard. E'ce;t she had 
very little idea on where it would Fe stored, and she0d almost certainly need to zght the 
mushroom men at some ;oint. Mhe leader could still have it in his Felt for all she knew.

So why-why-why did she feel such an urge to rush down into the Fattle3
Elania stared down the ;ath toward the zghting, sli;;ing her knife Fack into her Felt 

and ;ulling out a Wavelin. She couldn0t hel; Fut think at some ;oint she0d turned into “ara 
…roft, fearless su;er adventuress.

Mhe Darkwalkers were ;reoccu;ied and didn0t notice her a;;roach until she was 
almost halfway across the zelds to the nearest mushroom farm. Mhe defenders there had 
all Feen ;ulled down from the Fuilding0s roof and torn a;art already, Fut a few straggler 
Darkwalkers had remained to chom; down on the cor;ses.

bow they found the 9ushroohums ;alataFle, she had now idea, their Aesh smelled 
rotten and even with her”NuestionaFle a;;etite as of late, the thought made her sick.

Mhe calm walk and lack of fear scent allowed her to make it very close to the grou;. 
Chen one looked u; and noticed her, she let oR a high-;owered throw with the Wavelin so 
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strong it im;aled the Feast and ;inned it to the Fuilding0s wall, cracks s;lintering across 
the crude Frickwork in a s;iderweF ;attern.

PCho0s ne't3J Elania asked.
Mhe three remaining Feasts snarled and charged at her. Tour Fodies meant si'ty to 

eighty ;ower, so she felt no need to hold Fack. Chen the zrst one reached her and 
;ounced, she made a zst and ;unched it in the nose.

She0d gotten Fetter at Wudging Wust how much [Power] she was ;utting into attacks, 
and she made it a twenty-;oint dum;. Mhat was a tremendous amount for a ;unchH she 
felt her hand Furn with ;ain, and she realiped it was a Fit too much.

Mhe Darkwalker0s face caved into its head, which caved into its neck, which caved into 
its Fody. Its Fody Flew u; like a Falloon, then e';loded into a shower of Flood, scra;s, 
and viscera.

Moo much. “ooking at her hand, the Aesh had Feen Furnt oR, and it was a melted Fone 
again. Mhe o;tion to aFsorF was still granted to her, and she took it, re;lacing the s;ent 
;ower in whole.

[You have absorbed 0H Power!]
[Your body has reached the limit of its capacity for Power!]
[Due to your high powerR :egeneration is enhanced!]
Mhe wave of ;ain from regrowing her hand washed over herH it was Wust as Fad as Fefore, 

Fut she was ready for it. Mhis time she didn0t ;ass out, she couldn0t aRord to in the middle 
of a zght. Mhe attack was a miscalculationH she0d s;end more ;ower on [:egeneration] 
now, making the kill a net negative.

She Wum;ed as the second arrived, s;inning and kicking it in the side.
Mhey Aew a;artH it slammed into a Foulder while she Aew straight toward the third 

one. It didn0t hesitate at the sudden reversal and clawed at her, Fut she drew her knife and 
staFFed it in Fetween the Feast0s ;aw ;ads, catching the strike.

Its other ;aw Aashed in, and she let it claw her as she reached u; to u;;ercut its Waw 
with her arm stuF. Mhe ;ain rocked her, and she realiped she was screaming into its face 
louder than it was roaring Fack at her.

Mhe Flow lifted it u; oR the ground slightly. It raked her again, Fut she dum;ed more 
;ower into her mangled limFH golden glowing immaterial zngers a;;eared where her Aesh 
should have Feen and gri;;ed its throat as she did a rolling Ai; on it. It was forced to follow 
her move or have its s;ine sna;;ed in the twist.
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It landed on its Fack and tried to scramFle away, sending them s;inning on the ground 
like a to;, Fut she refused to release it. Its glowing yellow eye stared at her dezantly as she 
;ulled her knife free, then ;lunged it into the socket all the way to the Feast0s Frain.

It went still. She aGrmed the aFsor;tion then turned to the last Feast.
[You have absorbed 17 Power!]
[You have gained a level!]
[Your body has reached the limit of its capacity for Power!]
PI know. It0s great.J Elania murmured.
[Due to your high powerR :egeneration is enhanced!]
Mhe [Darkwalker] she0d kicked looked at her and roared. Mhen it s;un and ran away. 

ber eye twitched with annoyance, Fut she couldn0t Flame the animal. Chatever had en-
raged the Feasts enough to assault the 9ushroohum village had znally Feen overwhelmed 
Fy its survival senses.

’ wicked grin a;;eared on Elania0s face. PMell your friends4J
She turned and collected the ;inned-to-the-wall Darkwalker0s essence.
[You have absorbed 17 Power!]
[Your body has reached the limit of its capacity for Power!]
She looked at the damage from the im;act. Mhe clay Frick was diRerent from the 

stonework she0d seen Fefore, and it seemed much weaker than the cavern stone. Yunching 
her hands into the Frick, she gained a handhold and then Aung herself u;.

She Wust Farely cleared the second Aoor enough to get a handhold on the ledge. Yulling 
herself onto the roof, she surveyed the Fattlezeld. Mhings had changed.

She was aFle to make out the individual 9ushroohums in the Fattle formation now. 
Mhere were aFout forty of them in a sNuare, all shields and s;ears on the outer edge locked 
together and ;ointing outward while survivors from the Fuilding made their way out. She 
realiped that one of the survivors had a diRerent colored outztH Wust like the one that had 
taken her mana shard.

be was im;ortant. Mhey ;roFaFly wouldn0t have Fothered to leave their fortizcations 
if he wasn0t.

’ horde of Darkwalkers surrounded themH at least si'ty, Fut ;roFaFly more. Mhey were 
lea;ing around so furiously it was hard to count them.

Des;ite the 9ushroohum0s tactics, it didn0t seem like they were doing too well. Several 
were snatched and dragged away to Fe torn a;art. 5avelin throwers from the wall did their 
Fest to throw without hitting their allies, Fut it was far and most missed.
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’ heavy twang heralded a massive log ;roWectile ;lowing through a half dopen of the 
Darkwalkers. Mhe Fallista Folt seemed to Fe the most eRective, Fut it seemed that the 
9ushroohum only had one of them located on the middle level of the stone ruins over 
their village.

Elania0s heart calmed as she watched from her ;erch. Mhe ;ain in her hand disa;;eared, 
and she looked down at itH [:egeneration] had done a good WoF. Mhe new Aesh looked 
;erfectly normal. 9ore im;ortantly, her zngers worked as she formed a zst.

She licked her li;sH the Flood was ;roFaFly hers. Mhe Darkwalkers had Feen turned 
into motes.

It would Fe nice if the red-ca;e had her mana shard.
9ayFe she0d try her [Demonic Aura] a little since she was zghting so many at once.
ber legs tensed, and then she Aung herself oR the roof toward the Fattle like an arrow.

Mre0gat0aru was one of the most e';erienced hunters and skilled Wavelin throwers of the 
triFe. …ountless young shrooms had sought to mimic him, Fut few had survived the 
deadly reality of the world outside the colony on their zrst hunt.

Mhe [Tlnat] and [:alfot] caverns did not ;re;are them for the vicious and cunning 
;redators that ;rowled the far caverns.

5al0yar0tin, the royal heir, had found himself foolishly caught in the tender zelds when 
the attack had come. Mhey0d held out for two days while warriors inside failed to sally out 
to rescue them.

?o one had realiped how many of the Darkwalkers had invaded. It was more than 
Mre0gat0aru had ever envisioned. be had slowly ;ut together a formation of the strongest 
warriors to ;re;are for a znal attem;t to rescue the cut-oR heir at the command of the 
king.

It had not Nuite Feen ready when the Darkwalkers had suddenly stirred after days 
of idle attacks. Mhe sudden frenpy had caught all oR-guard, and he had watched as the 
tra;;ed 9ushroohums on the ;eri;hery had Feen ;ulled down.

Yanic ensued as the warriors ready for the charge formed u;. Mhere were only a 
few defenders for the ;rince remaining. Chen the gate o;ened, the full force of the 
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9ushroohum advanced, a wave of encouraging s;ores communicating their unized 
intent to do Fattle.

Mre0gat0aru forced his wind;i;es like Fellows, emitting a loud P lua- laaaa4J as his 
own contriFution to the s;ores zlled the air.

’ few Darkwalkers harried them, Fut their unized a;;roach with shields and s;ears 
ready Feat any stragglers Fack. Mhey reached the tender farm Fuilding in record time, 
Fut then the diGculty started. Mhe o;ening had Feen Farricaded with everything inside. 
S;ores zltered out, communicating the dilemma. Moo many had died inside to clear the 
way Nuickly4

Carriors Fearing two ;recious metal a'es Fegan to hack away while those inside re-
moved the Farricade. Mwo warriors remained on the roof. ’ ro;e was thrown u; to them, 
and they ;ulled u; two massive Fundles of Wavelins.

Mre0gat0aru ;ulsed a wave of res;ect s;ores u;wards. Mhe two warriors would remain 
and ;rovide covering zre until they were overwhelmed.

Mhe ;ressure increased far faster than he antici;ated. Mhe situation Fegan to devolve 
as warriors were dragged away. S;ears ;ierced [Darkwalker] Aesh as well, Fut the Feasts 
outnumFered them and seemed intent to slay and devour as many as ;ossiFle.

Chat could have driven so many of them u; from the dee; caverns and then Found 
them unnaturally together to attack3 Mhere had Feen signs that the dee; levels had Feen 
smoked out, Fut the attack, in his o;inion, had to Fe ;reci;itated Fy a lesser god.

Chy one would target the village3 be had no answer.
9ore warriors fell. Mhe great …a;-“auncher hurled a tree-length of death into the 

massed creatures, killing a half dopen of them. 5avelins rained from aFove, forcing the 
Feasts to dance as they snarled at the linked warriors. Some threw themselves into the line, 
their heavy weights knocking ga;s in the defense so other Feasts could drag warriors into 
the o;en where they were devoured.

balf their numFer had fallen, and yet they hadn0t even cleared the Farricade or acNuired 
Yrince 5al0yar0tin.

Mhe scent form s;ores of determination and courage were slowly re;laced with ones 
of fear, des;air, and defeat. Mhe morale of the formation was Freaking Fefore his eyes, 
and des;ite his Fest attem;ts to halt the s;read, his own P laa4J was overwhelmed Fy the 
;ress felt Fy his Frothers in arms.

’s a commander, he had failed.
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Chen the red-haired human demon landed in the Feast0s midst, he recogniped her as 
the one that had taken his knife and Felt in return for the [:alfot] carcass. She0d gained 
multi;le levels in such a short time, indicating she0d Feen active since they0d ;arted.

[-untress L esser Demon L evel 19]
’nger and confusion zlled him until she struck out at one of the Darkwalkers. It Aew 

away from her small frame like it had Feen struck Fy a human artizce wea;on. MhumFing 
head over heels, it rolled into one of its kin, Foth colla;sing into a hea;.

et, even with that ;ower, his ho;es faded as a dopen of the Feasts turned and assaulted 
her. be could not contain his disFelief as she Fegan to dance Fetween them. P lua- laa4J

She Wum;ed. She twirled. be recogniped his knife as it ;lunged into the Feasts0 yellow 
eyes and carved out their throats. Chen they struck her, she withstood their Flows. Chen 
she struck Fack, Fones were crushed and Aesh was rendered Fy the force of her zsts alone. 
Mhe dead fell at her feet and melted into Aoating golden motes of light.

Mhey could not over;ower herH she graFFed the torso of one and with her Fare hands 
ri;;ed it in half. 

Mhe Darkwalkers were not more agileH she danced Fetween claw and tooth as if she 
knew where they would strike Fefore they did. 

Mhe Feasts were totally outmatched.
Mre0gat0aru felt a chill run through his center. be was sure they were all outmatched, no 

matter what level the gods had decided she had. Mhe Survivor who had Fecome a buntress 
was surely worthy of the title of lesser god, des;ite his ;revious Wudgement that there had 
Feen a mistake.

She was death.
’n e';losion of Flood reached even his troo;s, who had Fegun to dis;erse their 

confusion and weary states into the air with a chorus of s;ores. It was overwhelmed Fy 
the sudden scent of victory as the wood door crashed.

Turniture fell from the destroyed ;ortal to the farm. Inside, he s;otted the ;rince 
waiting while two of his attendants created a ;ath. Mhe two a'e-warriors hewed the more 
fragile wood into s;linters.

Mhe ;rince emerged.
P lua-glaa4J Mo return4 Mhe warriors formed u; as the ;rince entered the center of the 

circle. be guided the young 9ushroohum to call for their retreat to the colony0s Fastion.
’ sudden weight slammed into Mre0gat0aru. bis chest heaved, all the warriors around 

him fell to their knees. Yanic Aared, Fut the Darkwalkers were similarly aRected.
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Mhe demoness was notH a red glow had Fegun to form around her, red lightning 
crackling as ;ower esca;ed from her Fody. Suddenly her knife Aared a Frilliant white as 
she slashed the air. ’n arc of energy shot out, and it carved a dopen Darkwalkers in half.

be and his fellow warriors grunted under the strain, Fut forced themselves Fack onto 
their feet. Mhe weight of the lesser god0s aura was heavy, Fut not im;ossiFle to survive after 
adWustment. Mhe ;ressure Fenezted them, though. Darkwalkers were sim;le animals, 
des;ite their sudden aggression. Mheir souls were immature, and not as strong as a sa;ient 
creature0s.

Mhe Feasts Fegan to Aee and crawl away, even as the buntress chased them down. She 
moved freely as she cut them down, making massive vaults Fetween each of her targets.

Chen they had nearly reached safety, the demoness landed from aFove in front of the 
formation, sending the warriors to a staggering halt.

be could smell nothing Fut fear and Flood in the air.
Standing u;, the buntress held out an em;ty hand and uttered a ;roclamation in her 

alien, verFal tongue.
ber glowing ruFy eyes landed on the ;rince.



CHAPTER 22 – KING OF DARKWALKERS

E lania watched as the Mushroohum warriors came to a sudden halt in front of her. 
She fell into a squat, balancing on her feet as she licked the blood oT the back of 

her hand. yhe salt; taste that ’lled her mouth was of her own bloodv sheDd absorbed 
eHer;thing from the parkwalkers she had hunted.

xer insides writhed and burnedv she could feel the ’re inside of her melting her organs 
while [Regeneration] constantl; worked to reWair them. xer [Power] was droWWing 
raWidl;, eHen as her ma?imum caWacit; worked its wa; uW.

[Power: 340/196]
[You have achieved maximum Darkwalker Aynit.W pould .ou like to attemTt 

Darkwalker sranf?ormationN Y/S]
She neHer hated the [C.ftem] more than now. Ih; didnDt it e?Wlain to her what 

[Darkwalker] yransformation would do to her+ Ias it Wermanent+ Iould she become 
a parkwalker+ pid it increase her skills+

xow would it aTect her mind+
SheDd absorbed without hesitating and sWent the Wower freel; during the ’ght. peeW 

down she knew she had gotten carried awa;, but it felt so good to hunt that sheDd not 
cared. SheDd done new things that far outstriWWed what she thought she could do.

At almost didnDt feel real. EHen the Wain that ’lled her seemed slightl; distant. Ias S- 
rank [Mrifif –anagement] that good+ Odmittedl;, her entire life since being summoned 
was a crisis. She wasnDt sure how well things were going with the management Wart.

yhe soldiers stood an?iousl;, sWears and shields at the read;, all of them e;eing her with 
a resWectful wariness. She stared back with nonchalance as she slowl; stood uW. xer focus 
was drawn to the redNcaWe in the center of the warriorDs formation.
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She could smell it, feel it. xe had her mana shardv she was sure. xer [Power] 
infused [Darkvifion] sWotted the faint telltale sign of light coming from inside the 
MushroohumDs Wouch. She e?amined him as the warriors worked to ’rm uW their lines.

[Prince L –ufhroohum L 2evel UU]
Elania held out her hand and oWened her Walm. She Wulsed [Power] into her Hoice to 

make it louder. RMine.z
xer e;es bore into the Wrince. yhe other Mushroohums shrank inwards, e?ceWt for 

a large one standing at the WrinceDs side. —ecognition sWarked as she realiBed who it 
wasGSkinner.

yhe remaining parkwalkers !ed to a safe distance, ;owling and growling from afar in 
a loose semiNcircle. yhe sounds seemed to Wut the warriors on edge.

…ut not as much as when she ’nall; took a steW toward them.
R9iHe me back what is mine,z Elania ordered. yhe; shrank back from her, but the; 

didnDt run. Anstead, warriors from the rear and sides moHed to the front, thickening their 
defense. yhat angered her.

ElaniaDs e;es !ickered to a [Darkwalker] corWse between her and the Mushroohums. 
She walked to it and Wicked it uW, den;ing the absorWtion request. xer gaBe !ickered to 
Skinner.

Ryrade,z she shouted, then tossed the carcass at the warriors.
yhe formation braced for combat, but her aim was good. yhe corWse struck the ground 

with force, then rolled into their front line. Iarriors in the front were shoHed backwards, 
but suWWort from the ones behind them keWt them on their feet and the [Darkwalker] 
corWse came to a stoW.

She Wointed at the Wrince dramaticall; and shouted. R9iHe me back m; mana shard0z
O series of R9luaN9laaz sWilled diTerent scents in the air. xer senses were alight with 

the diTerent smells. O small eWiWhan; hit her. yhe reason her [-niverfal CTeech] wasnDt 
working8 was it because the; werenDt using sWeech at all+ pid the; communicate b; smell 
somehow+ Suddenl; a lot of things made a bit more sense if she was right.

—edN3aWe did not receiHe her demand well. yhe Mushroohum raised his sWear and 
Wointed at her. Oll at once the formation raised their sWears as if the; were going to throw 
at her.

xer ’rst instinct was to attack. yhe blood from the recent ’ghting was still fresh in 
her mouth and the energ; coursing through her felt limitless. xer mind whirled as she 
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thought how she could ’nd some wa; to use [Power] to form a shield from their attack 
somehow. Ma;be she could obliterate the obFects in !ight+

'r dodge. She could Fust dodge. She was faster than their thrown weaWons in !ight.
yhen she could take the WrinceDs throat and her mana shard in one quick leaW.
yhe Mushroohums continued to shout their incessant R9luaN9laa0z while a series of 

Wungent smells wafted around them.
Elania took a breath and suWWressed the animalistic urge to Wounce and rend. She 

decided to stand her ground and wait. yhat could WromWt them to attack so the; could 
get back to safet;, but she wasnDt going to Fust leaHe.

yhere was an awkward lull while the; brandished weaWons at her. RJou are all literall; 
the stinkiest bad breath WeoWle eHer,z she remarked.

3onfusion ’lled the ranks of the soldiers. pistant [Darkwalker] roars added a tinge of 
urgenc; to the situation. yhe Wrince became irate and FumWed uW and down, eHen going 
so far to grab a sWear and threaten to throw at her. She tensed and WreWared to Wounce.

Skinner snatched the sWear awa;. She wondered how den;ing ro;al WrerogatiHe worked 
in the Mushroohum kingdom. Ma;be she could saHe him and take him with her along 
with the mana shard+ She was Wrett; sure he knew a lot of hand; hunting skills. Ma;be 
sheDd conHince him to make her a backWack+

xer guess was wrong when the warriors seemed to defer to the Mushroohum. yhe 
Wrince looked chastised. yhe warriors followed SkinnerDs lead and lowered their weaWons. 
Ihen he came to the front and left the formation to meet her alone, she was left a bit at 
a loss at how to communicate.

R9luaN9laa.z yhe less Wungent scent met her. ElaniaDs e;e twitched. yhe olfactor; 
e?Werience of the Mushroohums was not Wleasant, and how the hell was she suWWosed 
to deciWher words from smell+ She got that the stink was Wrobabl; fear, and this was 
Wrobabl;8 a question+

She remembered the sweet smell of Hictor; from when the; had defeated the [Dark(
walker].

yhat the metaWhor had been turned literal made her want to laugh.
Kointing at the Wrince, she tried again. RA want m; mana shard back.z
R9laaN9laa.z O new smell, with no meaning other than it smelled like a bad fart.
On idea struck her. pesWite Skinner chastising the Wrince, it was clear the warriors were 

WrotectiHe of him and she was Wointing at him each time she made her demand. Ma;be 
the; thought the; wanted him+ She Fust wanted her mana shard.
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Elania knelt down and Wicked uW a small, round rock. 4using [Power] into the stone, 
Fust enough to make it glow but not e?Wlode. She tossed it on the ground and Wointed at 
it.

RMana shard,z she stated. yhen she Wointed at the Wrince. RMana shard. 9iHe.z
She held out her hand like she had when the; had traded in the far awa; caHern.
yhere was confusion, but after a minute of standing around looking stuWid, the Wrince 

’nall; reached into his Wouch and held it uW.
[–ana Chard )MondenfedG]
RJes0z Elania said.
2ust when things were about to work out, a roar ’lled the caHern. O heaH; guttural roar 

that was distant ;et strong enough to make her feel the Hibration in her chest. She looked 
for the sourcev it was near the entrance to the chamber sheDd used.

O massiHe form of a [Darkwalker] but much too big, and it was growing in siBe right 
before her e;es. At rushed forward into a sWrint, then leaWt into the air. At landed near one 
of the farm buildings. 4eline shoulders reached uW to the toW of the buildingDs ’rst !oor. 
Af it wanted, it could haHe swallowed someone whole.

ElaniaDs e;e twitched. xad the; changed genre to LaiFu or something+
[Breat 8eaft L 2effer Demon L 2evel 7I]
[You have gained a Rank in !denti?.b]
She tried the skill again. Co change.
[!denti?.] was trul; doing its best to be useless. Ih; didnDt it add 9iantN4reakN

ingNparkwalker to the descriWtion+
Elania cursed under her breath. R4uck.z
R9laa,z Skinner reWlied.
4or once, the; were in Herbal agreement.
O sharW Wrickle of electricit; ’lled her senses, sending a bolt of Wain down her sWine. 

At felt like something was squeeBing her. At actuall; was. yhe other demonDs aura was 
attemWting to wraW around her own and crush her.

pumWing more [Power] into the [Demonic Aura] skill was a more comWlicated aTair 
she hadnDt aWWreciated would require Wractice. pumWing a surge, sure, that was eas;. …ut 
adFusting the Wower into a constant, stead; eTort+

yhat was hard, and aWWarentl; needed, because when she tried her Wulse, it Wushed the 
attack back, but onl; for a few seconds. yhe surge was less [Power] e cient b; far, too.
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yhe Mushroohum warriors moHed to !ee toward the walls, taking a circular Wath 
around her. She let them go, and Skinner reFoined the grouW. yhe demonDs attention was 
riHeted solel; on her, and that demanded her full attention.

RShoHe oT0z Elania shouted. yhe Wrickles increased eHer so slightl; in resWonse.
Elania Wicked uW one of the discarded FaHelins that had been left on the battle’eld. 

…efore she could consider her ne?t moHe, the parkwalker pemon leaWt forward again, 
rushing toward her and the Hillage. Ats long bounds allowed it to coHer the distance raWidl;. 
She braced herself for a WointNblank throw when it darted to the side and around her.

She realiBed it wasnDt tr;ing to !ank herv it was going for the Mushroohums0
xundreds of FaHelins !ew from the Walisade walls near the gate and the MushroohumDs 

giant ballista let loose a wellNaimed WroFectile.
yhe FaHelins that hit bounced oT the parkwalker pemonDs fur. 4or a second, she 

thought the bolt would skewer it, but it sWun in the air and caught the WroFectile in its 
Waws. yhe force sent both into a sWin before it released the bolt.

At !ew uW back the wa; it had come in a sWectacular fashion that was worth; of an 
eWic fantas; moHie. Stone, dust, and rubble e?Wloded from the caHern wall as the ruins 
e?Wloded outward from the blow. O shak; looking tower collaWsed comWletel;, sending a 
cascade of brick Wummeling eHer;thing below.

yhe parkwalker pemon landed on its Waws, then leaWed forward again like nothing 
had haWWened.

Elania realiBed what the other demonDs focus was. She raised her FaHelin and took 
careful aim. Ihen it took its ne?t Wounce toward the Wrince and her mana shard, she 
dumWed a huge chunk of [Power] into the throw and her WroFectile.

yhe air around her cracked as it broke the sound barrier, leaHing her ears ringing. Ihite 
lightning sWarkled around the solid ;ellow glowing sWearv she wasnDt eHen sure there was 
an; of the original material remaining. At was a bolt of almost Wure [Power].

yhe parkwalker pemon noticed. At ;anked itself midNair to aHoid being hit.
yhat made her mad. SheDd Wut a lot of Wower into the attack. At should hit. She reached 

out instinctiHel; with her hand and closed it into a ’st. RAt will hit,z she Wroclaimed. She 
willed it to be so.

yhe boltDs traFector; curHed slightl;, then struck the parkwalker pemon in the side. 
yhe force of the blow snatched it out of the air, slamming it into the ground and sending 
the pemon tumbling. O sWike of Wower !ared oT of it, and her WroFectile dissiWated. …lood 
!owed from the wound and the demon let out a massiHe guttural roar.
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At charged for her this time, comWletel; forgetting the nearb; Wrince.
SheDd burnt oT a third of her Wower in the throw, Wushing her below ma?imum. yhere 

were a few nearb; [Darkwalker] corWses. She rushed them and gathered the [Power] uW 
for herself.

[You have a5for5ed 1q Powerb]
[You have a5for5ed U1 Powerb]
At chased her, but she wasnDt slow.
[You have a5for5ed 16 Powerb]
—ock e?Wloded into the air as the demon landed with each bound as it matched her 

BigNBagging course.
At caught her.
ywisting midNair, she aHoided a slash before stabbing at its nose with a snatched 

Mushroohum sWear. Ats other claws sliced the weaWon into Wieces before its Faws reached 
her. Elania realiBed her mistake too late.

At clamWed down on her arm and shoulder. Olmost immediatel;, it began to shake her 
back and forth in its griW as raBorNsharW teeth dug into her bone and !esh.

yhe instinctiHe reaction to !e? as much [Power] into her arm as Wossible was the 
onl; thing that stoWWed the bite from riWWing her shoulder oT. yhe e?Wlosion in the 
parkwalker pemonDs mouth was enough to send them !;ing aWart temWoraril;.

[Your Th.fical ftatuf if degradingW]
…lood Woured from doBens of Wenetrations uW and down her back and chest. xer arm 

was a mangled. [Regeneration] went to work but was hamWered b; the sheer Holume of 
damage.

xer arm WoWWed as it shoHed itself back into Wlace from being dislocated and the 
seeWing wounds sealed themselHes shut. O frown creased her facev when she !e?ed her 
’ngers into a ’st, her griW felt weak.

yhe parkwalker pemon lost no time, leaWing back at her. She FumWed oHer a heaH; 
claw slash and drew her Mushroohum knife and slashed the back of its leg. At sWun at 
her and raked her side, but she slammed the blade tiW home into the beastDs side. …oth of 
them let out their own screams of rage. O heaH; blow hit her and sent her !;ing awa; in 
a tumble.

[Power: 170/U01]
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yhat was droWWing wa; too fast, [Regeneration] was demanding almost as much 
Wower as she had Wut into her attacks. O single tendril of fear Wierced through her. 3ould 
she win+

Elania recoHered from the tumble as she hit the ground, rolling onto her feet and 
reaching down to grab the ground. pust and stone !ew uW behind her as she skidded to 
a stoW.

yhe parkwalker pemon faced her and let out a roar.
ooking at her weaWon, she realiBed it was ruined. At had bent when sheDd shoHed it 

into the beastDs ribs. yhis time, the; collided and she was unarmed. O massiHe clawed Waw 
!ashed at her and she kicked it awa;. O bite nearl; got her foot, but she sWun awa; from 
the attack. 3laws dug into her arm, but she rolled awa;.

yhe deeW gouge healed itself, but she was wheeBing. xer [Power] had droWWed another 
thirt; Woints.

…lood ooBed from doBens of inFuries sheDd in!icted on him, but he stood resolute. ElaN
nia realiBed that the other demon didnDt heal like she did. At didnDt haHe [Regeneration]. 
At was a question of whether sheDd run out of Wower to heal before she had in!icted enough 
wounds to bring him down.

Iithout a weaWon of her own, that wasnDt going to haWWen.
Af onl; she had claws of her own.
yhe thought gaHe birth to a new s;stem message that stared at her in stark contrast to 

the glittering caHern.
[You have achieved maximum Darkwalker Aynit. and met the re uirementf 

?or ?ull sranf?ormationW Do .ou wifh to activate Darkwalker sranf?ormationN 
Y/S]



CHAPTER 23 – QUEEN OF BEASTS

D id she want to transform into a predatory beast with much better natural gqhtinq 
e?uipment than her human bodyE

kyinq the Dar,wal,er Demon barrelinq down towards her. klania ,new the answerY
Tes. she didY
[You have gained the Demonic Transformation perk!]
;he heat was suddenly all encompassinqv hotter than any oBerload of [Power] had 

qiBen her beforeY ’ut it wasnAt ?uite as unpleasantY V whirlwind of power and essence 
pooled around herY kBerythinq outside a small bubble misted awayY Sisibility faded away 
until she couldnAt see her own hands. but she could feel herself chanqinq insideY

V small pinch of her consciousness lasted only a second. but then the transformation 
was completeY jhe landed liqhtly on four powerful limbs. her tail swishinq of its own 
accord behind herY jhe wor,ed her Naw. nic,inq herself with a set of teeth eBolBed to rend 
and tearY

jound was diHerent. causinq her ears to xic,er at the increased reqisterY ;he taste of the 
air on her tonque was full of new xaBors that minqled with a more acute sense of smellY 
zothinq prepared her for the disorientation of her new Bision when the cloud dispersedY 
;he colors were all wronq. but shadows had been banishedY Vnd then there was the fact 
that eBerythinq was crystal clear. eBen far awayY

Rer opponent aborted his leap and s,id to a halt as he eIamined herY jhe let out a 
warninq qrowl as she beqan to prowl to the side. qaininq familiarity with her new form of 
moBementY zeither of them bro,e eye contact with each other as he Noined her in circlinq 
and siOed her upY
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Jompletinq half a rotation. he stopped then turned to the side. loo,inq away from her 
and showed oH his siOeY Re was bloody from the earlier combatY jmall wounds ooOed 
with coaqulated blood. but he was not damaqed in an inherently fatal wayY Ris proudness 
stood out and klania felt her new body respondY

Re was a lone male. an alpha. and he would ma,e an eIcellent mateY
Re would ma,e an eIcellent mateY
;he intrusiBe. distinctly [Darkwalker] thouqht. reBerberated throuqh her and she felt 

a momentary panic,ed horror as she reNected itY
;he only thinq she could do was yowl and hiss and then pounce on him. her claws aimM

inq for his nec,Y 0t was almost as if he had eIpected that reaction because he sideMstepped 
the stri,e and ra,ed her side with an e'cient moBementY

Re was an enemyY ;he enemyY Re had hurt her. oHended her. and she wanted him 
deadY

jheAd feast on his corpseY
9ather than retreat from the slash. she leaned into it. dartinq in to bite him on the leqY 

’lood glled her senses as her powerful Naw clamped down on meaty xesh and muscle and 
toreY ;hey went spinninq in a ballY

’efore the roll ended. she was slammed by an inBisible force. ,noc,inq her awayY jhe 
reqained her feet in a second. only to see a qlowinq orb xoatinq oBer the Dar,wal,er 
DemonAs bodyY

V line of liqht from it centered on her foreheadY jhe Numped away on instinct without 
understandinq what it did Nust in time for a pulse of liqht to eIplode the roc, where sheAd 
been standinqY V second beam aimed for her and she beqan to dash in a wide circle around 
himY ’olts of power slammed into the qround around her as she Oiqqed and Oaqqed out of 
the blastsY

5hen she saw a chance. she darted inward to close the qapY 0t was harder to dodqeY V 
near miss roc,eted shards of stone into her side with a thun,Y 0t hurt. but it didnAt stop 
herY !ust as she reached him. the qlowinq orb itself launched at herY

Re wasnAt the only one with [Power] that could be used as a weaponY Jopyinq his 
method. she formed a ball of her own. this one qlowinq a tinted redY ;hey slammed into 
each otherv liqhtinq bolts spar,ed from both. slamminq into the terrain all around them 
as the two spheres of enerqy warred with each otherY
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juddenly they eIploded upward. a massiBe pillar of spiralinq yellow and red liqht 
piercinq the stone and moss aboBe li,e a deadly stilettoY Vlmost instantly. the qlow moss 
there iqnited into xameY

1h noY jhe qlanced at the ruinsv the 6ushroohum Billaqe was coBered in the mossY 
;he gre was qoinq to spread rapidly and incinerate the entire caBern8 jhe could see 
6ushroohums scatterinq in eBery direction in a panic as they spotted the greY

Re slammed into her side and sent her rollinq while she was distractedY V turn and 
bite preBented another swipeY Rer body was stronq. and while his attac,s hurt. she healed 
?uic,lyY ;he amount of damaqe he did was much less than when she was in her smaller 
formY

jhe charqed. and they went into another rollinq sprawl of swipinq claws and snappinq 
teethY Rer senses glled with the feelinq of xesh partinq between her paws and warm. tasty 
blood gllinq her mouthY Re manaqed to pin her. but she bit himY 1nce. then twice. 
forcinq him to repositionY

;hat brouqht the xames bac, into her BiewY Row to put out the gre and defeat him at 
onceE

;he la,e was in Biew. qiBinq her an ideaY
Dartinq in aqain. she dodqed his swipe to stri,e at his torso. but instead of clawinq or 

bitinq. she created a new orb of enerqyY jhe swunq it with her nose at point blan,. blowinq 
him bac, in a massiBe concussiBe boomY

Re s,ipped across the water li,e a raqMdoll. sendinq larqe splashes into the air with each 
impact. until he bro,e out of it into a roll and then s,id to a stop on top of the waterY Ris 
paws qlowed blue. maqic somehow allowinq him to wal, on the la,eY

;he impact wasnAt enouqhY Re s,idded to a stop as she summoned an eBen larqer ballY
jhe didnAt hurl the enerqy toward himv instead. she slammed it into the water li,e 

a hammerY 0t reached the bottom and then eIploded. BaporiOinq a huqe amount of the 
waterY

[You have gained a rank in Mana Manipulation!]
jteam eIploded in a shoc,waBe. blastinq eBerythinq in a pulse of heaBy windY 5ater 

erupted in a qeyser. straiqht up into the ceilinq. eItinquishinq the xamesY Vround the 
eruption. a tsunami leapt out of the ban,s and rushed out in eBery direction. scourinq 
the qround with a twoMmeterMtall waBe of waterY 

0t slapped at structure and terrain ali,e until it struc, the edqe of the caBern wallsY ;he 
6ushroohumAs palisade resisted the impact of the water. but a waBe of tools. e?uipment. 
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trampled crops and corpses xoated on the water as it beqan to reBerse course as qraBity 
too, hold once moreY

V heaBy. hot mist glled the air. obstructinq her BisionY ;here werenAt any more xames 
aboBeY jhe hoped her plan had wor,ed because she didnAt haBe enouqh [Power] left to 
repeat itY

Vn echoinq yowl hinted her enemy was still thereY jhe hadnAt eIpected the blast to 
harm him. anywayY ;he mist obstructed her Biew enouqh that she couldnAt trac, where 
he was. thouqhY jhe settled down on her haunches and crouched. a cat preparinq to stri,e 
from hidinqY

Re roared aqain. qiBinq her a better idea of his locationY ;he raqe in his Boice hinted at 
his inNuriesY

5hen the Demon Dar,wal,er came into Biew. she pounced. cominq at him from the 
sideY Fandinq on his bac, allowed her to ra,e him with all four sets of her claws and she 
clamped down on the bac, of his nec,. tearinq at his spineY

Re rolled onto his bac, defensiBely. and their claws met in a mutual chaotic ra,inq 
while they souqht each otherAs throatsY Rer Naws found his throat Nust as claws found her 
bellyY

Re disemboweled herv she ripped his windpipe and important artery out of his throatY
klania rolled away to disenqaqeY Vlmost immediately. a sensation of wea,ness xowed 

throuqh herv she was losinq a massiBe amount of blood. fastY ReAd torn out her abdominal 
arteryY

Jominq to a rest on her haunches. blood pooled all around her as she loo,ed up at himY
Re stood resolutely aboBe her a few meters awayY ’lood poured out of his torn throat 

in larqe qeysers. each pulse a deluqe of precious life forceY ;a,inq one step forward. the 
Dar,wal,er Demon collapsedY

[You have slain Great Beast – Lesser Demon – Level 87]
[For slaying a being over 50 levels higher than you, extra experience is reward-

ed.]
[You have gained multiple levels!]
[You have met the requirements for Darkwalker Demon evolution.]
[Do you wish to evolve your race to Darkwalker Demon? Y/N]
;he ?uestion scared her at how enticinq the oHer seemedY jhe had only been transM

formed for a short time and yet beinq a [Darkwalker] felt so naturalY V bestial instinct 
pressed for her to accept. but she snatched that hand awayY
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zoY zoY zoY jhe did not want to eBolBe into a [Darkwalker]Y
;he messaqe disappeared to be replaced with anotherY
[Due to your low power, Regeneration is degraded. Seek more Power.]
klania breathed heaBilyY jhe could feel the blood xow out of her slowinq. but her 

healinq was wea,Y jheAd oBerplayed her hand. creatinq the tsunami waterspoutY
jhe needed to chec, her [Status]Y
[Status: Elania Reyes]
[Level 36 Lesser Demon (Summoned Potency 9999+)]
[Karma: 12345]
[Power: 11/233]
[Perks: (Summoned from Another World!) (Regeneration) (Demonic Trans-

formation)]
[Class: Huntress]
[Skill Slots: 3]
[Slotted Skills: Improvised Combat (Rank S+), Stealth (Rank S+), Mana Ma-

nipulation (Rank A)]
[AUnities: (Demonic), (Mana)]
[Magical: Demonic Aura (Rank B) (Activated)]
[Physical: Darkvision (Rank B) (Activated), Throwing (Rank S+), Tracking 

(Rank D), Survival Crafting (Rank C)]
[Mundane: Identify (Rank C), jniversal Speech (Rank S), Reading (Rank A), 

Writing (Rank B), Crisis Management (Rank S+)]
5ow. sheAd qained a lot of leBelsY
0t was no wonder she felt so eIhaustedv she was almost out of powerY Fess than when 

sheAd started huntinqY
[Your Power is low, all active abilities have been disabled, and your transfor-

mation will be forcibly reversed.]
V pulse of pain struc, her. and she yowledY Rer body crushed in on itselfY ;here was 

no heat this time. instead it felt li,e somethinq was smashinq her with a cold hammer 
without mercyY Rer face stretched and pulledY kBery nerBe gber in her body came aliBe as 
she was molded and stretched bac, into her human formY

5hen the inBisible hand released her. she thumped onto the cold. damp stoneY 0t 
leached the heat from her s,inv her clothes and e?uipment had completely disappeared. 
she had come full circleY
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za,ed. alone. defenseless. and low on powerY
[Maximum Darkwalker AUnity has been achieved while evolution has been 

re ected. Creating permanent aUnity: Darkwalker.]
;he words hoBered oBer her as she lay on her bac,. starinq up at the charred area of 

burnt mossY Dust and debris still xoated down from the massiBe puncture that had been 
duq into the ceilinqY 0t was a hole in the otherwise Bibrant qlow of qreenY kBerythinq was 
contrasted heaBily by deep blac, shadowsY

5hat the hell did ”permanent a'nityA meanE
jhe felt cold and eIhausted and didnAt want to thin,Y uOOy foq glled her headY 5hen 

a low pitched laa  sounded nearby. she tried to stirY ;he smell was sweetY
0t was s,innerY Re came to stand oBer her. but her eyes were drawn to the qlowinq mana 

shard in his hand as he set it downY
jhe qrabbed it. curlinq up into a fetal position before passinq outY



CHAPTER 24 – GAMBIT

A s Yolani descended from her room, the absence of tinkering in the workshop was 
noticeable. When she opened the door and looked inside, she was stunned.

Her father had donned a set of armor, and a full set of combat wands was hanging oT 
a combat belt. zhe armor and a half doyen empowered medallions held runed protection 
sigils, set to ward oT anv elemental magic, and his leather traSel gear was spelled for 
durabilitv and weight reduction of their contents.

’heUd seen him wear his adSenturing outIt onlv a few times before, when her mother 
was still aliSe. zhe two of them had taken turns adSenturing for the materials needed for 
the artiIce shop. Mntil one time, sheUd not come back.

…t had been their thing, and neither had wanted to giSe up adSenturing. A prick of long 
suppressed guilt welled up to sting her. Mntil she had come along, thevUd gone together. 
!avbe if father had been with her, she wouldnUt haSe“

Yolani took a deep breath and released it then glared at her father. zhis was all his fault, 
anvwav?

”What are vou doingxN Yolani whispered.
Her father paused momentarilv before setting down his helmet on the table. He locked 

eves with her, the serious eEpression something she had seldom seen before. ”We need that 
mana shard, Yolani.N

”ReEt weekUs auction might haSe one“N she oTered weaklv.
”We both know that eSen if there is, we wonUt be able to take the winning bid, eSen 

with the funds paid up front.N He countered.
”Where are vou goingxN A frown crept onto YolaniUs face.
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”…USe got some help with arranging some men to go with me on a delSe. WeUll pick up 
a mana shard there.N He picked up his helmet and put it on. zhe protectiSe runes lit up 
brieDv before going back to their normal state.

”Whatx Are vou stupid? zhe ’vndicate wonUt ‘ust let vou take out a mana shard 
without vou giSing it to them?N 0f all the stupid plans sheUd heard, this one took the cake?

He shook his head. ”-ani, itUs Ine. Po vou think vour old pops is daftx Your uncle 
Hector made a deal with them for us. WeUll be proSiding them with a bunch of work for 
free in return for being able to keep the shard.N

”You donUt know vouUll Ind one.N Yolani tried, but she couldnUt think of anv good 
reasons that he shouldnUt go other than it was dangerous, and she was afraid he would get 
hurt“ or worse.

He smiled at her. His stupid disarming BeServthing will be okavU smile. ”0hx … think …USe 
a few good vears left in me, and the upper leSels of the dungeon arenUt that dangerous. We 
‘ust need a mid'grade stone, and we shouldnUt haSe trouble Inding one.N

zhe conSersation seemed oSer. He pulled a backpack oSer his shoulder and then 
headed to the door. Yolani felt a bolt of panic run through her. ”Wait. YouUre going nowx 
AlreadvxN

”’cheduled to go in at third hour todav, pumpkin.N He turned and looked at her 
eEpectantlv. ”Rot going to see vour father oT before he goesxN

’he froye. …t was something sheUd alwavs done as a little girl when either of her parents 
had left to go on an adSenture. Hesitantlv, she approached him and went on her tiptoes 
to giSe him a kiss on the cheek. ”Clease, dad. qe careful.N

He patted her on the head. ”Alwavs. zhereUs a good bit of work left to do, and …Ull 
entrust vou to work on the light stones while …Um gone. … should be back in two or three 
davs. Who knows, we might get luckv, and …Ull be back tomorrow eSen.N

”…tUs onlv going to solSe half the problem unless thev let vou take out two,N Yolani 
replied. zhe headpats turned into messing her hair up and she whined and captured his 
hand to stop it.

”PonUt worrv vour little head. Hector is good at getting deals. He said he likelv can get 
us another shot at a stone later if things go well. He pulled through and got us the good 
contracts for the light stones, after all.N

Yolani froye. ”Mncle Hector was the one who proposed those contractsxN
Her father raised an evebrow. ”He pointed me in the right direction to the !agister 

who needed the work done at least. HeUs a good brother.N



PO!0RG’ A’2ORz jLj

”HeUs too good at getting deals“ and those werenUt good contracts, dad“N Yolani 
whispered again. Alarm bells were going oT in her head.

He sighed and patted her shoulder. ”… know things didnUt work out well. WeUll aSoid 
anv contracts in the future as long as we can keep up sales on the sundries enough to 
support our costs. …f vou haSe a better plan, …Um willing to listen.N

Yolani shook her head. ”… donUt haSe anvthing“N
He nodded. ”!e either.N He pulled her into a hug. ”-oSe vou, -ani. PonUt let that 

Henri bov drag vou into anvthing dangerous while …Um gone.N
’he hugged him back and s—ueeyed as tight as she could. ”-oSe vou, too, dad.N
And then he was gone. …t felt like an emptv hole had settled in her chest. Whv did it 

feel like sheUd neSer see him againx
A heaSv sigh escaped her, and she slapped her cheeks. zhose were not good thoughts 

to haSe? ’he needed to stav strong.
zurning to eEamine the workshop, there were plentv of tasks left unInished that 

needed tending to, not eSen including the light stones themselSes.
Her father had alreadv done most of the work on them, but thev still needed their 

power couplings replaced since the old ones would likelv fail in the middle of the unitUs 
neEt serSice term if thev werenUt.

Hours passed as she immersed herself in the Sarious tasks at hand. ’heUd had plentv of 
guidance under the eves of her father all of her life. …tUd been vears since sheUd actuallv 
needed anv help at all, and sheUd alreadv begun to eEplore her own aSenues of research 
into conundrums that had stumped her father and the rest of the artiIcer communitv.

OSen if she wasnUt as deft with a micro'engraSer and her work was sometimes a bit 
crude, she felt her application of theorv was mavbe, ‘ust a bit, more adSanced than 
her dadUs. zhe tomes heUd learned from werenUt —uite modern editions, and things had 
changed a bit.

And he was stubborn at trving new things.
Which was probablv whv he had been so happv to accept the light stone contract. zhev 

were big, simple, and Serv eEpensiSe to repair because of all the serSicing work re—uired 
to refurbish them for another decade of serSice.

Frunt work. zhat took a lot of time, focus, and concentration. qut it was so bog'stan'
dard she couldnUt help but feel it was“ boring.
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!ost artiIcers probablv felt the same wav. Which was whv such work carried a large 
price tag. And because of how Saluable the light stones were;thev were as old as the citv 
itself and Serv hard to replace;there were massiSe Ines and penalties if vou damaged one.

’o, throwing apprentices at the task was out of the —uestion.
As the dav trudged along, a handful of regular customers came bv to purchase minor 

trinkets or items that had alreadv been repaired. An apprentice for another shop stopped 
bv to buv some pre'built components, and she traded a few tidbits of rumor and news 
with the voung man. zhere were a lot of things vou could learn ‘ust from talking to the 
customers about their dav.

’he kept her cheerful front up the entire dav, but no matter how hard she tried, it was 
impossible to put the worrv awav.

…n the end, she closed up shop earlv. Cart of her ‘ob was to keep their tools and supplies 
stocked up, and the [Power] on their workshop toolUs shard crvstals had become —uite 
low. 

!ana crvstals. zhev were basicallv miniature mana shards.
0ne of her more recent research ideas was how it might be possible to combine shard 

crvstals into full mana stones. Which recent eSents had suddenlv shoSed to the forefront 
of her list of things to think about.

zhe small pieces were usuallv fragmented oT a proper stone or found as drops from 
lower'leSel monsters in the dungeon.

Oach one carried a small charge and generallv thev were used to run low powered tools 
and items, while mana shards would carrv heaSv workloads, like powering a light stone 
for ten vears for siEteen hours a dav.

…f mana shards held anvwhere from hundreds to thousands of power units, then the 
little shards were onlv rated for ten to twentv.

Yolani made her wav to the back room where most supplies were kept and did an 
inSentorv. 0Ser the vears, sheUd formed a collection of the smaller crvstals. ’he kept them 
all charged up in case of emergencies. 

Her father often ‘oked about it since thev onlv needed about ten to twentv at a time 
for all the e—uipment. zhev did slowlv degrade with use, so she rotated them out with 
each power cvcle.

…t was best to store them while fullv charged to preSent degradation, which informed 
her neEt maintenance task. 4etching the neEt trav of readv shards, she brought them out 
to the workshop and replaced all the tools that needed a new one. 
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Rot eServ tool was used eSenlv, so onlv about half needed to be replaced. …t was still 
enough for her to Ill half a trav with emptv and nearlv emptv shards.

’he fetched her purse and pulled out a few small golds. …t was a lot, but power prices 
had skvrocketed with the mana shard shortage. zhere were onlv a few places one could go 
to get magic items recharged with the lack of stones, and one of those was 9anolfUs shop.

-ocking up the shop with an artiIced lock, she headed across the row. ’ince sheUd 
closed earlv, there was still plentv of actiSitv and people going about their davs all oSer. 
’ome people she recogniyed and waSed as she went bv, while others seemed in a hurrv to 
make purchases or go about their business. 9anolfUs was the largest shop on the entire 
row and did an almost industrial amount of business.

’he forgot how manv apprentices he had, but it was like two doyen, and he had two 
sub'artiIcer masters under his umbrella working for him as well.

…t meant he had his Inger in the business of eServ shop in the district, and most of the 
ones outside of it, too.

…t was also the onlv place in the row itself where vou could pick up power for shards. 
0r eSen mana stones, but that would haSe been Serv eEpensiSe. zhat would haSe neSer 
made sense before the mana shard shortage, but now sheUd heard that some of the richer 
nobles had been Sisiting to get their full'siyed shards topped up.

He had a near monopolv on the serSice because it was Serv di7cult to emulate. 
9estrictions on demonologv were heaSv, and eSen more so the re—uirements to get a 
license to house a stable of them underneath vour shop.

zhere was a 9alfot wagon unloading and siE apprentices hauling the boEes into the 
shop when she arriSed. …nside was controlled chaos, and she deftlv moSed between the 
moSing parts to reach the front desk. zhe apprentice manning the counter stood up and 
nodded to her. ”Yolani, welcome. Po vou want me to get one of the mastersxN

”… haSe eleSen 2lass q mana crvstals to recharge,N Yolani said.
zhe apprenticeUs eves widened a bit. ”0f course, …Ull go get !aster 9anolf.N
He disappeared into the back of the shop, leaSing her alone with her thoughts. Her 

gaye wandered oSer the bustling workshop  apprentices were busv with the more menial 
tasks that were part of artiIcing. All of them seemed well engrossed with what thev were 
doing, whether it was cleaning components or hauling things in and out.

’he didnUt notice anv disaster in the making, and she yoned out.
!aster 9anolf Inallv emerged from the back. zhe man was short, onlv a few inches 

taller than her, but his ornate robes hinted at ‘ust how much of a IEture in ReftasuUs 
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artiIcer communitv he was. His eEpression was stern as alwavs, but his eves held an 
unmistakable glimmer as thev landed on her.

”Yolani,N he greeted. ”OleSen 2lass q, … heardxN
’he nodded, pulling out her small, sealed trav of crvstals. ’he clicked it open and 

allowed him to eEamine them. He eEamined each one carefullv in silence, before Inallv 
nodding. ”A fairlv standard set here. zhe cost will be two small golds.N

Yolani winced. zhat was the full amount she had brought with her to pav for them. 
”Are vou sure“mavbe we could work out a discountxN

He shook his head. ”…Um sorrv, but with the shortage, … canUt entertain selling the Cower 
for anv less.N

’he sighed and pulled out the two coins and watched as thev disappeared into the 
shopUs tiller. Rodding to himself, 9anolf handed her trav of crvstals back and then 
gestured to the door to the back of the shop. ”…f vouUll follow me, weUll go see to charging 
them up for vou right awav.N

”zhank vou,N she said, following him into the back. An artiIced eleSator screamed 
wealth at the back of the room, gears whirling to open the boE as 9anolf waSed a hand 
oSer the controller to unlock it. ’he stepped on board Irst, then he followed. A small light 
crvstal hung from the cageUs ceiling, and there was a grumble from the artiIce before thev 
started to slowlv descend.

”’ounds like an apprentice forgot the machine oil,N Yolani commented almost au'
tomaticallv. Her cheeks reddened slightlv when she realiyed that it might haSe been 
somewhat rude.

-uckilv, he laughed and nodded. ”…Ull haSe to see that thev get on it. zhankfullv, it is 
still well within tolerances, and the safetv mechanisms wouldnUt haSe allowed departure 
if there was a danger.N

Yolani nodded. He was right, of course, but it still seemed a little sloppv to her. 
’he decided to change the topic to something less ‘udgmental and much more notable. 
”About the mana shard shortage“ haSe vou heard anvthingxN

He grunted and stroked his beard. A thoughtful frown appeared. ”…tUs worse than we 
thought,N he admitted grimlv. ”zhe ’vndicate has tightened their grip oSer the dungeon 
shard eSen more than before. zhereUs a shortage in ac—uiring them, … heard. zhe upper 
leSels haSe run drv, and mercenaries haSe been haSing to go much deeper than normal 
to Ind them. 0nlv four groups brought them back this week, and all of them were low 
—ualitv.N
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Yolani forced her free hand to unclench and relaE. Her father would be Ine? He was 
Serv eEperienced, and he was taking a team with him to watch his back.

”Poes anvone know who it was who scooped up all the mana shards in the weeks 
priorxN she asked.

9anolf shook his head. ”…t was a group, of that …Um certain. 0ne with deep pockets 
and an abilitv to coordinate their eTorts so that the market wouldnUt haSe time to react. 
Mnfortunatelv, it looks like it will take months for things to recoSer to normal.N

”And power prices will be 0Serworld'high in the meantime,N Yolani muttered causti'
callv. ”…Um afraid … donUt know how …Ull keep costs under control, to be honest. zwo small 
golds for eleSen crvstals will mean half the most popular sundries cost more to make than 
thev sell for“ unless … double the price, and then no one will want one.N

”We will all haSe to tighten our margins in the coming monthUs …Um afraid,N 9anolf 
oTered unapologeticallv.

’ilence Illed the cage, broken onlv bv the rolling of gears. Yolani pondered the issue in 
her own head before deciding to oTer an idea.

”… had another idea about merging crvstals, and … wanted to run it bv someone with 
more eEperience“N Yolani let the statement trail oT to see how heUd respond.

9anolf shook his head dismissiSelv. ”…tUs impossible. !ana crvstals are inherentlv 
unstable  anv attempts to merge them into a full mana shard would cause catastrophic 
failure of the structure. -ikelv fatallv for anvone making the attempt.N

Pespite the discouragement, she couldnUt help but feel determined to keep thinking 
about it. ’he simplv nodded, accepting his adSice and remaining silent. ’he would proSe 
him wrong somedav. 

As the eleSator cage reached the bottom, she felt a shiSer run down her spine. zhe air 
temperature in the demon kennels was at least ISe degrees cooler than the rooms aboSe 
and ReftasuUs normal ambient temperature.

Her mana senses were tingling as well, hinting at the contents of the cages arraved 
before them as thev stepped out of the eleSator.

zhere were doyens of the opa—ue boEes, each one with a sliding steel shutter onlv 
opened when the demon would be BdrainedU with a mana shard. zhev made their wav 
to the far wall, where the spaceUs workspace was bolted to the stone wall.

A cage rattle made her ‘ump and 9anolf chuckled. ”PonUt mind them. 4ullv secure. A 
new batch of specimens came this week, and thev are slightlv agitated after being moSed, 
but thevUll calm down soon.N
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”9ight,N Yolani replied hesitantlv. Ro one was going to tell her to calm down around 
half a horde of demons.

zhe crvstal works were arraved with Sarious tools and materials for a7Eing and unIE'
ing crvstals to diTerent surfaces. At the center on a locking pedestal was a Sibrant mana 
shard that dominated the counter it sat on.

[Mana Shard(Condensed) 1450/2150]
Her heart ‘umped at the sight of it. !avbe this could be their solutionx …t was a Serv 

high'grade stone. …t was onlv half charged, but eSen then, it would be enough for a decade 
of light stone serSice.

”…s that shard for salexN she blurted, without thinking.
9anolf paused and gaSe her a stern, silent look.
’he barelv aSoided Dinching under his gaye as she realiyed her mistake. ”…Um sorrv“ 

‘ust“ had to trv. …t was thoughtless of me.N
He slowlv nodded before turning his attention back to the task at hand. ”… heard about 

vour fatherUs contract,N he said after a long pause. He sounded almost svmpathetic. ”zhat 
must be —uite a predicament indeed.N

Yolani swallowed hard at his words, remembering the worrv etched on her fatherUs face 
before he had departed. ”Yes,N she agreed —uietlv.

2arefullv, each crvstal was lifted out of the trav and then touched gentlv against 
the powered crvstal. Yolani watched as 9anolf worked the mana threads between them, 
creating a siphoning eTect. 0nce the smaller crvstal was full, it was returned to the trav. 
Oach transfer took about a minute to perform.

’he let him work in silence as she focused on the new light on each crvstal and 
considered her theorv. !ana crvstals were all diTerent shapes and siyes. Oach one had a 
diTerent resonance based on the crvstal puritv structure, making them all uni—ue. Which 
was whv when vou tried to merge them, thev would eEplode.

What if she could Ind two crvstals that were nearlv identical, but with opposite 
resonancesx zhe resonance could be altered manuallv as well, with a bit of work with a 
tuner. zhe smallest deSiation would likelv cause the crvstals to separate sooner or later, 
but if it was perfect, theoreticallv, it would become a single crvstal ‘ust with the capacitv 
of both its parts.

…f she could get that to work properlv, what would stop her from combining two 
doubled crvstals the same wavx
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’iEtv'four Frade q crvstals with 35 power each would be a medium —ualitv mana 
shard, enough for the light stone.

’he had at least that manv in her collection.
9anolf coughed into his hand, then gestured toward the trav and she snapped out of 

it. ”’orrv. Was thinking.N
All eleSen of the stones glittered brightlv in the dimlv lit kennels. ’he leaned forward 

and used [Identify] to conIrm each one was fullv charged. ’atisIed, she slid the trav shut 
and smiled. ”zhank vou, !aster 9anolf,N she said gratefullv.



CHAPTER 25 – AVARICE

Y olani had been unable to sleep, so she had spent the night working in her notebook. 
She’d run through hundreds of equations and algorithms in an attempt to solve her 

theoretical problems. When the light stones above had zickered above, she realiyed she’d 
staAed up the entire night. Tcross the row, the earliest risers had alreadA begun to go about 
their business.

-hat was the start of her nonFtheoretical problems. xor starters, she now felt eIhausted.
Et wasn’t like she and her father had an emploAer to make sure theA worked on a 

schedule. Ef she had been willing, no one would have Aelled at her for falling into her bed 
and sleeping until midFdaA.

—Icept herself, because there was no one else to tend to the shop, most customers 
arrived in the morning, and theA needed more funds and to sell oj their stocksMeven 
if it was Dust so theA’d have enough moneA to purchase more supplies.

-heir business didn’t run on credit, and while theA had a literal fortune bA the metrics 
one would use in the BercenarA Gistrict, it was a paltrA sum to run an artiHce shop.

Oreakfast turned into a basic ajair of toasted bread on the kitchen stove and a freshlA 
ground brew of Neru beans. -he bitter drink was one of her father’s favorites, but she 
hated it. -here wasn’t anA sugar to be found, and the iceboI didn’t have anA milk, either.

She was supposed to have gone shopping for groceries the daA before but had been 
completelA forgotten amid her father’s departure and recharging her mana crAstals.

-he drink was verA ejective against her tiredness, although how much that was the 
nearlA painful bitterness to her palate, she couldn’t be sure. 'ow her father drank it like 
this everA morning she would never understand.
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-he eItra energA was enough to prod her to prepare the shopfront for the morning 
opening. She was onlA an hour late. When she zipped the sign, she didn’t spot anAone 
waiting, so she busied herself with working on an arraA of glow lanterns.

-heA onlA needed a crAstal to power them, usuallA sold well, and were useful for those 
leaving 1eftasu, whether theA were delving into the depths or heading down into the 
dwerven dungeon.

When the entire set had been prepared, she pulled out an ornate wand engraved with 
mana transfer runes. Et was one of the most valuable of the wands theA had in the shop, 
and the onlA one capable of forming the permanent sigils on metal that would remain 
functional for at least a decade before needing to be renewed.

Et was also power hungrA, and a lot of power was wasted in the wand’s own permaF
nentlA active reinforcement runes, so it was generallA stored in a powerless state. -here 
was also no eItracting the power from the wand once it was input. She needed to Hnish 
all eight of the lanterns in one go, or she’d have to waste a second crAstal to complete the 
set.

—ight was a safe number, allowing her to take her time with each one, but still maIimiye 
the usage of a mana crAstal’s charge.

—ach glow lamp would go for two to three large silver, so if she didn’t mess up it would 
paA the two small gold recharging cost for eleven crAstals the daA before.

-hat seemed like a great return, but it didn’t include all the other costs, or the fact that 
it would probablA take a month to sell them all.

Still, it was Dust one item of manA that people needed.
When the artiHce hummed in her hand and she eIpertlA drew the golden lines on the 

lantern’s metal frame, she was almost able to forget about all the things that were pressing 
down on her.

Yolani Hnished the set before the wand’s charge ran out with a safe amount of time to 
spare. -he Aellow tinged glow lit the entire workshop with enough light to shine out the 
windows. She turned the knobs on each one, killing the light, but left two on a low setting 
and set them near the front where customers would be able to spot them.

-ask complete, she couldn’t help but straA to the front door, half eIpecting it to burst 
open anA moment with her father’s heartA laughter and the mana shard theA needed.

Ousiness was slow all daA. -he news of the mana shard shortage had probablA spread 
fullA bA now, and people would be warA of paAing over inzated prices due to it. -hat was 
going to be another drag on things on top of everAthing else.
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Encreased running costs, no available critical supplies, and a decrease in demand.
She needed to think about how she could use her skills to bring in more moneA, or even 

if theA got the light shards done in time, it wouldn’t matter.
OA the end of the daA, she felt eIhausted and sick. -he brewed Neru had worn oj 

and the sleepless night had caught up with her. She closed earlA again, giving the street 
a thorough look on the oj chance that her father might be nearlA back. 'e had said there 
was a small possibilitA it would onlA take a daA after all”

When she closed the door, she couldn’t help but repeat a mantra in her head2 !-wo or 
three daAs.U

-omorrow or the neIt daA. She needed to staA strong.
Sleep claimed her as soon as she laid down, but despite the eIhaustion from being 

awake for too long, it wasn’t peaceful.
Greams were full of monstrous creatures lurking in dark caves, and shadowA Hgures 

threatening harm were ever present. 'er father was there, Hghting valiantlA against inF
surmountable odds, onlA for his strength to wane slowlA.

—verA time he would look at her, smile, and then he’d disappear.
When she woke, her face dripped with tears, and she was covered in a thin sheen of 

sweat from head to toe.
Ch. -his was the worst.
'ere her father was, counting on her to keep the shop safe and she was falling apart 

after he had been gone for a single daA.
'ugging her pillow tight eventuallA was enough to let her fall back asleep. When the 

morning bell woke her, things were slightlA better. —Icept for the stickiness of her skin 
and dampness of her nightshirt. 1ormallA she would have Dust washed oj with the basin 
or prepared for a trip to the row’s hot bath, but neither was a great option.

9ommunal bathing alwaAs made her nervous, and she needed to relaI. -here was a 
third option, though. -heA had a nice artiHce shower setFup in the back room. Et was 
eIpensive to run though, needing an entire mana crAstal for a single shower.

She gathered up her clothes and washFthings and headed downstairs. Et would be 
alright if the shop opened a little late again. Ousiness would be slow anAwaA, and it was Dust 
a few daAs of disruption. When her father got back, theA’d dig in hard and work their butts 
oj and make it through the trouble. -heA alwaAs had before, and things had sometimes 
been even worse. —speciallA when” mom hadn’t come back.
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Yolani winced at the direction of her selfFcheering, and let out a sigh. She zipped her 
[Status] screen open. -he magical arcane scroll popped into place in front of her, gold 
shimmering sparkles falling like dust to the ground. Cf course, no one would be able to 
see it unless she willed them to, but she still instinctivelA looked around the shop to make 
sure no one was spAing on her, anAwaA.

-hen she picked it up and unrolled it.
[Status: Yolani Aetherhart]
[Level 28 Human (Inherent Potency 850)]
[Karma: 56]
[HP: 100/100]
[Mana: 100/100]
[Perks: (Third Generation ArtiCcer)]
[plass: ArtiCcer A44rentice]
[Skill Slots: R]
[Slotted Skills: Mana Mani4ulation (Bank ,)N Aether Mani4ulation (Bank ,)N 

ArtiCce (Bank p)N geDotiation (Bank E)]
[Afnities: (Mana)N (Aether)]
[MaDical: Fnhanced Mana SensinD (Bank p)N Flemental Afnity (Bank E)N 

SaWety Protocols (Bank ,)N Arcane Tool Maintenance (Bank ,)N Mana borDinD 
(Bank E)N Arcane BeadinD (Bank A)N Arcane writinD (Bank A)]

[Physical: pomxat A+areness (Bank E)N Manual Ee terity (Bank ,)]
[Mundane: Advanced IdentiWy (Bank E)N geWtasu Eialects (Bank A)N geWtasu 

pustoms (Bank A)N Street Smarts (Bank p) (Activated)N prisis ManaDement 
(Bank E)N ,arterinD (Bank ,)N Herxal Kno+ledDe (Bank p)N ,asic praWtinD 
(Bank S )N Hand+ritinD (Bank A)N gumeracy (Bank A)N StorytellinD (Bank p)N 
pulinary Skills (Bank ,)N ,asic par4entry (Bank ,)N pandle MakinD (Bank E)]

'er entire life so far. 9ondensed into a small roll of leather. Et annoAed her, but she 
swapped [geDotiation] out for [prisis ManaDement]. Tlmost immediatelA, she felt 
slightlA better. -hings weren’t as bad as she had worried, and falling apart wouldn’t help 
anAwaA.

Et galled her that the eject worked so quicklA, without feeling out of place at all. 
-hat part of the reason she disliked the skill, it made her feel eItremelA detached from” 
everAthing.
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Which was whA it was such a commonlA learned and acquired skill. 'umans were 
terrible at managing their own mental health, usuallA.

'umming to herself, she setup the shower, then disrobed. T careful check of the water 
temperature and everAthing was then readA. She pulled the cord that would activate it and 
Dumped under the showerhead. Warm water fell on her hair almost right awaA. -he heat 
slowlA ticked upward as the pipage reached the same temperature as the water.

Et was bliss.
She pulled out one of her scented bars of soap and began to scrub the ickA night sweat 

feeling awaA. Steam began to escape the crAstal enclosure, but strategicallA placed fans 
sucked the air into eIhaust pipes that vented outside. -he wastewater fell into a tank 
below in the basement that could then be manuallA discharged into the citA’s sewage or 
used at catalAst for anA artiHcing that didn’t strictlA require fresh water.

-rulA, building the contraption with her father had been one of her proudest achieveF
ments. Bore than once she had tried to come up with a waA to make the shower portable, 
thinking that theA’d sell it for a tidA sum to some rich noble somewhere.

-he chime of the shop door broke her thoughts while she was rinsing and caused her 
heart to launch into her throat. -here was no waA she had forgotten to lock the front 
door. Et had been secure when she had gone to sleep, and she had checked again when 
she had woke up. -he lock had been spell warded and would have eIploded before being 
Hnessed, and there hadn’t even been a peep from the alarm.

-he onlA waA to open it safelA and silentlA was with a keA.
'er father was home?
Yolani Dammed the emergencA kill switch on the shower, then grabbed her towel and 

wiped herself down quicklA. She Dumped on her dirtA clothes to drA her feet, then wrapped 
the towel tightlA around her torso and ran to the front of the shop.

!Gad? You made it?U Yolani Aelled as she reached the doorwaA to the front workshop.
She skidded to a stop as she took in the sight of the back of the overweight bald man’s 

head as he turned to look at her. Et wasn’t her father.
Tlmost instinctivelA, she held up her arm and tightened the towel a bit to make sure it 

wouldn’t come loose. !Ch. Jncle 'ector,U she greeted him, her voice guarded as surprise 
turned into unease. -his was not the reunion she’d been eIpecting.

!Yolani,U 'ector returned her greeting. !E heard about Aour father”Et’s unfortunate.U



G—BC15S TS9—1- R“P

Jnfortunate4 -hat word felt like a slap in the face, replacing their predicament and her 
father’s risk as an inconvenience. T bitter taste Hlled her mouth, but she forced herself to 
swallow down her anger.

!-hat’s one waA to put it,U she responded defensivelA. 'is gaye hadn’t left her, and that 
made her feel as if she’d need another shower bA the time the encounter was over. !Go Aou 
mind if E get dressed4U

!Cf course, of course. E’ll wait here,U he replied. 'e turned and began to eIamine one 
of the glow lanterns she had made earlier.

Small mercies. Yolani retreated, somehow managed to not slam the door to the back 
workroom, and hurriedlA dragged on her dailA outHt. ‘ust to be safe, she grabbed her wand 
belt and strapped it tight over her hips.

When she returned to the front, she found her Jncle still eIamining the glow lantern, 
but he’d progressed to shaking it while holding it upside down.

!8lease don’t do that. Et could break.U Et was hard to keep the acid out of her voice.
'e coughed and had the decencA to appear embarrassed before setting it down. !Th. 

—Icuse me. Cf course, E was merelA impressed bA its sturdiness. Et’s verA good work. Your 
father’s4U

Somehow, she kept her eIpression zat. !1o. Bine. E made it earlier todaA,U Yolani 
replied.

'ector shifted uncomfortablA before changing the subDect. !What E meant earlier 
was”it’s unfortunate that he decided there was a need to delve into the dungeon, knowing 
full well how dangerous it is.U

Yolani’s eAes narrowed. 'is words were like adding fuel to the Hre alreadA burning 
inside her. Gid he think she was a stupid …alfot4 -hat she hadn’t been putting things 
together the moment her father had mentioned him4

!Tnd who do Aou think gave him that idea4U she asked.
T zicker crossed his face, making her even more angrA. 'e quicklA masked it with an 

eIpression of nonchalance. !E merelA assistedMU
!Tssisted4U she echoed.
Tnger Hlled his face. !Ef Aou would let me Hnish, girl, instead of interrupting.U
She remained quiet and let him continue.
!Your father needed assistance, and E arranged an agreement with the SAndicate’s o ce. 

Ef he recovers a mana shard of acceptable qualitA, theA will allow him to keep it. -here is, 
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however, a modicum of equipment and material theA need serviced, repaired, or rebuilt 
that the shop will have to complete for them.U

!9onsidering the circumstances, that seem more than fair,U Yolani admitted. !Out 
that’s onlA one mana shard and we need to complete two light stones. -he Hrst one is 
due in two weeks and the other in siI.U

!Cf course, of course,U 'ector said. !Out that’s more time to Hnd another.U
She doubted his good intentions. She’d never appreciated his attentions’ or his interF

actions with her father.
!What are Aou here for4U Yolani asked.
'e looked smug. !Your father asked me to take care of things in case anAthing hapF

pened. En order to counter the contract, we’ll need to sell the shop. -hat will protect Aou 
from anA liabilitA.U

T Dolt of fear punched through her chest. !Gid something happen4 Gid dad come back 
hurt4U

9onfusion appeared on his face. !What4 1oMU
!Et’s onlA been two daAs,U Yolani hissed. !'ow do Aou know he’s not coming back4U
!-heA’re overdue,U 'ector said calmlA. !9onsidering what must be done if the worst 

has happened is onlA prudent.U
'er brows furrowed in disbelief. !'ow convenient for Aou he took Aour suggestion’ 

and ended up signing a disastrous contract with the Bagister on an easA’ Dob.U
'ector’s eAes zickered at the mention of the contract, but he quicklA composed 

himself. !'e told Aou about that, eh4 Well, that’s part of the reason E’ve been trAing to 
help. E’ve alreadA arranged a compromise with the Bagister so that Aou won’t be part of 
Aour father’s debt.U

!Ch4 'elping because Aou feel bad4 1ot because as part of Aour deal4 Gid Aou 
somehow become the beneHciarA4 Oecause no matter how Aou cut it, this shop and its 
contents are worth a thousand times more than that stupid contract.U

'e folded his Hngers together and looked apologetic. !You’re right. Ts part of the 
arrangement, E would take possession of certain eIcess proceeds so E can look after Aou 
and provide Aou with a safe home.U

-here it was. —verAthing clicked into place for her.
!Net out,U Yolani ordered.
!Yolani, please,U 'ector began. !You don’t understandMU
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!1o,U Yolani cut him oj, her voice sharp. !E think E do understand, 'ector. -he timing 
of it all. Et’s too perfect to be a coincidence. E don’t know how, but Aou somehow knew 
about the shortage before everAone else. You manufactured everAthing, Dust so Aou could 
somehow siphon oj some of the value of the shop me and dad have built up since mom 
died.U

'ector’s calm facade HnallA cracked, his face contorting into an eIpression of anger. 
!You do not know what Aou’re talking about?U

!You set mA father up,U she accused.
!-hat’s ridiculous?U 'ector snapped, his voice echoing throughout the shop. !Tnd 

even if it were true, Aou have no proof.U
She leveled a hard stare at him. She didn’t need proofMnot when his reaction had all 

but conHrmed her suspicions. !-he shop won’t be sold,U she said. !E’m of age, and mA 
father’s onlA heir.U

!Nirl? See reason?U 'e took an aggressive step forward.
…eacting instinctivelA, Yolani grabbed the wand oj her belt and leveled it at him. 'er 

eAes glowed in the shop’s dim light as she activated her mana sight. 'e froye and stared at 
her with fear.

She pushed an icA anger into her voice as she calculated her neIt words. !You’re wearing 
eighteen spell wards, which will take me twentAFseven power points to tear apart. -he 
spell that will cut oj Aour head will cost 3  mana. -he Hre to reduce Aour bodA will take 
3 . -he acid to hide the remains” another 3:.U

-he color drained from his face, and he took a step back as he held up his hands. 
!Yolani”U

!Net”CJ-?U She raised her wand and all the lights in the shop suddenlA zared to their 
maIimum brightness.

'ector spun on his heel and zed.
-he door slamming shut was sweet relief, and she slid down onto her knees.
When the door Dingled again a few minutes later, she nearlA incinerated 'enri’s conF

cerned face.
Enstead, she ended up bawling like a babA on his shoulder.



CHAPTER 26 – LOST

Y olani moved through her tasks to clean, re-etch, and re-power a set of auto-gears. 
Hector’s words echoed in her head, fueling a slow burning anger that settled deep 

inside her. His thinly veiled admission of having orchestrated her father’s disastrous 
choices so he could proGt from them left a vile, bitter taste in her mouth the Seru beans 
couldn’t compete with.

The glanced over at Henri, who was helping an elderly customer with their purchase. 
He’d taken the day oI from work to come help her. Caking a day oI in the Suard wasn’t 
an easy thing. …t made her feel even worse, but she was thankful for the support.

Lustomers continued to shuWe in and out, but it wasn’t anything like a regular day. 
Her fears about the mana shard stixing business seemed accurate. Che noose felt like it 
was closing around her neck.

The’d lost hope that her dad would come home even before she had got out of bed for 
the dayz

jost any idea of what to do.
Ohen Yolani Gnished the set of gears she was working on, she eDcused herself and 

retreated to the back workshop. Ttoring the tray of auto-gears on a shelf, she gaEed across 
the room. Llutter and thousands of diIerent obMects greeted her, all of them carrying their 
own type of potential or needing cared for. …t was chaotically organiEed in a way that only 
she and her father understood.

Her eyes eventually landed on one of the lower drawers of a storage shelf. Nne in 
particular held her interest. …t was in the back, all the others around it were covered in 
a thin layer of dust. The hadn’t fooled with that area inzwell, ever.
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—s she slid open the drawer, her eyes landed on something uneDpected. The sucked in 
a sudden breath, hand shooting in to pull out a half-rolled piece of parchment. Tpreading 
it out on the xat surface in the center of the workshop, Yolani’s eyes widened as she took 
in what was depicted.

…t was a map!detailed and meticulously drawn!outlining the labyrinthine dwerven 
dungeon beneath 6eftasu. Tomeone had spent countless hours detailing all the upper 
passages and chambers.

…t was annotated in her father’s own hand. Che entire thing had faded slightly, but a 
more recent line of fresh ink marked a path to the dungeon’s third level.

Yolani swallowed. The had a blueprint for following in her father’s footsteps.
BYolaniqP Henri’s voice pierced through her thoughts, causing her to look up from the 

map.
His gaEe was locked on the parchment spread out before them, and an immediate 

frown formed on his lips. BYou can’t be thinking of going after himq He could be back 
todayRP

His words were logical!rational even!and under normal circumstances, she would 
have agreed with him without hesitation. 9ut these weren’t normal circumstances.

B… need to Gnd out more Grst,P Yolani admitted slowly, determination seeping into her 
words even as she felt uncertainty prod at her insides.

Henri’s hand closed around her arm so 0uickly that it startled her. His usual Movial 
eDpression had shifted into one of grave seriousness that was totally out of character.

His hand tightened slightly around her arm. B8romise me if you go, you’ll tell me Grst,P 
he demanded.

The blinked at him, taken aback by his intensity, before nodding hesitantly. B… will,P she 
assured him shakily. Sently eDtricating herself from his hold, she turned back to the map, 
studying each note and committing it to memory.

B… need to know more about his companion,P she murmured.
BChe mercenariesqP Henri asked.
Yolani nodded. BHe hired a team. …z… don’t know if they were involved or not, butzP 

Her heart clenched as she swallowed. B…t seems like Hector had his Gnger on everythingzif 
he paid themzP

Tilence hung between them for a few seconds before he spoke again, his voice soft with 
sympathy. B…’m sorry.P
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Yolani raised her chin, then grabbed his arm. BOe’re going to the 1erc 'ist’ this 
evening to get answers.P

8anic Glled his eyes, but she wasn’t going to let him talk her out of it. BYou took the 
day oI to help, didn’t youqP

Chey closed the shop early to prepare. Henri had to go get his gear and e0uipment 
while she prepared an assortment of wards and protections for both of them. —rrow 
stopping glyphs, spell dexection, sigils, and blade turning stones.

Aach one was a cheap way to stop one attack, one time. Half of them she stole from the 
store shelves, while the more eDpensive magical blocking ones came from a hidden shelf 
in the back. Her wands needed checking as well, and she topped them up to make sure 
they were all at maDimum power.

Nn top of her normal artiGcer Macket went a thick metal studded leather vest. — half 
doEen of the studs contained reinforcement runes that would improve the protection to 
the e0uivalent of high-0uality chain mail with no eDtra weight.

The linked each wand to the belt with a small chain. Chere was the risk of entanglement, 
but it was better than someone yanking one oI in the middle of a Gght. The did not know 
what they’d be facing, so she brought the entire assortment of combat wands she had built 
up over the years.

6ot only had she built every single one of them herself, but she knew how they all 
worked intimately, and her father had taken her to practice plenty of times.

Aither way, they weren’t Must going to be straGng the 1erc 'istrict’s outer edges this 
time, so the preparation wasn’t overkill. Che tavern K:redric’s 6oose’ was smack dab in 
the center. Chat was a high-volume traUc area, but also one of the most violent. Cavern 
brawls were a daily occurrence, from what she had heard.

Henri was a guard and level “2”, which would give some pause, but she needed to 
do her best to look the part of a scary, dangerous artiGcer. Her level hinted that she was 
ineDperienced, but then a lot of mage classes were like that, especially arcane ones that 
relied on a lot of study.

…t was Must that most mercenaries cut their teeth killing tons of things outside the city, 
so their levels were usually much, much higher.

Che city light stones overhead had dimmed to the evening luminosity when they Gnally 
crossed over into 6eftasu’s most notorious district. Henri took the lead while she hovered 
Must one step behind and to the side while monitoring their xanks and rear. —n automated 
brooch on her capelet hummed as it searched for threats.
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Her hands stayed away from her wants  she didn’t want to give oI the perception of 
being nervous despite how it all felt. Henri dressing as a guard was both a blessing and a 
curse. …t made them highly visible, but also raised the bar for anyone wanting to harass 
them.

The was wondering how well it was working when a rock suddenly xew at them. 
—n arcane heDagonal shield appeared in the air and dexected it. Henri drew his sword 
immediately.

— chorus of laughs from spectators along the sides of the street erupted as a young 
orphan turned into an alley and ran away.

BYou won’t last long here if you’re afraid of little boys, guardlingRP
Yolani grabbed Henri’s arm and shook her head to prevent him from responding or 

chasing after their assailant. His sword slid into his scabbard with a click. Chey moved 
on  the price of a proMectile defense stone was worth not getting a bloody smack from a 
slingshot.

Henri looked at her with a frown. B eep close.P
Chey continued and reached the center of the district with no further incident. 6ot 

that there wasn’t plenty going on around them. —long the way, she spotted two people in 
a Gst Gght, a chained woman being sold to some merchant, and two diIerent groups of 
muggers accosting the local deniEens.

6one of them paid Henri or her any heed. Chere was an unspoken agreement with the 
guard here  you don’t fuck with their members, and the law wouldn’t intervene in things 
unless directly forced to do so. eep your head down and mind your own business was 
the watch phrase.

The didn’t like it, but they had more important things to do. Che tavern came into 
view. …t was still early and there weren’t too many customers nursing tankards of ale yet. 
…nside was a diIerent environment. Cwo armored bouncers eyed them warily from behind 
a well-lit bar with doEens of diIerent bottles shelved behind the counter.

nlike the outside, the inside was packed.
Che burly Ggures covered in scars and grime huddled around the tables, all of them 

directing their attention to her and Henri’s arrival. The loosened the neck of her Macket 
without thinking about it. Che thick scent of sweat, ale, and smoke lingered, adding to 
the intimidating atmosphere.
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Henri started to approach the bar, but she touched his arm and then moved in front. 
Che bartender glanced at them, probably using [Identify], before turning back to the 
glass he was polishing. He didn’t look up at her when they sat down.

BOhat can … get youqP he asked.
B…’m looking for information on my father.P
He looked up at her and stared her in the eyes. B‘ude to ask 0uestions without ordering 

something. …f you aren’t ordering, you can make space for someone who is.P
Yolani bit her lip. BTomething non-alcoholic.P
Che patron neDt to her turned to her and tilted his head. BAhq You came to :redric’s 

and aren’t going to drink something good, girlieqP
Yolani winced at the smell of his breath, but didn’t back down. B'on’t give me that shit. 

… counted siD races that would literally die if you gave them alcohol in any amount, and 
twelve more that would take one gulp and be out faster than someone sniUng :ibro-oil.P

He gaped at her, the shocked eDpression only interrupted when the barkeep slapped 
down two glasses in front of her and Henri.

B:ruMuiceqP the barkeeper asked.
B:iltered, please.P Yolani answered.
Che man shook his head. BOe only have pulp-in.P
Yolani pursed her lips, then shook her head and rolled her eyes. B:ine.P
Che bald man at the bar stuttered with growing animosity, BSirlie, you better!P
BNi. Chomas, are you accosting patrons who are actually going to pay their tabq … will 

throw your ass out. 8ermanently.P
B—h..ah..P Che man looked at Yolani and completely changed his attitude. BTorry 

about that, missy.P
The turned back to Henri to see the shock on his face as well.
BOhatq … can take care of myself.P Yolani prodded.
Henri stuttered. B h! hh, yeah. 6ever saw you like that before.P
Che barkeep chuckled and poured a sweet-smelling li0uid from a pitcher into their 

glasses. Ohen Yolani pulled out her wand, he xinched.
The tapped both glasses and the thick cloud of pulp inside them suddenly clariGed into 

non-eDistence. B…t’s better this way.P
Che man stared at her for a moment before nodding. B:ancy magic.P
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The slid across two large silvers, which was much more than what the Muice cost, then 
took a big drink from it. Che sweet taste was nearly overwhelming, but she managed it. 
Tetting the drink back down, she raised her chin to the barkeep.

B…’ve patroniEed your establishment now. 'o you mind telling me about who …’m 
looking forq …’m told their leader is a dwarf named Churgan,P Yolani asked.

Tilence fell on everyone nearby enough to hear her. Che barkeeper grunted.
His eDplanation was brief, but to the point. B‘ough crew. Churgan’s :ists, the group 

calls itself. 1ercenaries. ‘egulars here, but not seen them for several days.P
BTurprised you’re telling us about your patrons here in the open,P Henri said.
Che bartender GDed him with a glare, then raised his voice. BChose bastards didn’t pay 

oI their tab. —nyone grab them and drag them here. Chere’s a small gold at stake.P
Chat started a murmur, and a few people even rushed their drinks to head out, no 

doubt looking for the impromptu bounty that was oIered.
BTo, no sign of them for a few dayszP Yolani’s words trailed oI.
Che barkeeper shrugged apologetically. BTorry, girlie. 9est … can do. 8eople often Must 

disappear in the K'ist.P
Yolani and Henri Gnished their drinks in silence. He kept a watch on their backs for 

any trouble, while she was lost in thought.
Chis was Must another obstacle. The knew it hadn’t been a sure thing looking for 

information, but at least she’d tried. 1aybe she was being stupid after all and should have 
given her father more time. …t was Must that the encounter with her uncle had been so sour 
she couldn’t sit still.

—s soon as they were Gnished, she pulled on his cloak. Bjet’s get out of her.P
Henri nodded, and they headed out. The wasn’t sure what they’d do!this was the best 

lead she had. Oaiting another day and then asking the Tyndicate guards at the dungeon 
probably wouldn’t amount to anything. Chey were very tight-lipped unless you had an 
inside connection with one of their Kmanagers’ or high-ranking oUcials.

Chere was a reason the insular merchant organiEation was able to operate inside 
6eftasu without being picked apart by the maMor factions.

B8ssshht.P Che sound came from the side, bringing Yolani to a halt. Henri stiIened in 
surprise at the sudden stop.

— scrawny ten-year-old boy beckoned at her.
[Orphan – Human – Level 5]
BYesqP Yolani asked.
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B… heard y’all talk Kin. … know Kbout Churgan.P he said.
The glanced to Henri. He shook his head almost imperceptibly.
Henri was right to be cautious, but something told her they’d learn something. Curn-

ing back to the boy, she knelt in front of him. BOhat can you tell meqP
He looked away. B… saw ye Kav silver.P
‘eaching into her bag, she pulled out ten small silvers. Che boy’s eyes widened at the 

sum.
BCell me what you knowz if it’s good, you can have them,P Yolani urged.
BChurganzhe and his crew went in the dungeon with someone. Ohen they came out, 

it was Mus’ them. Chey came back yesterday.P
Che orphan boy reached out and took the oIered coins, then ran.



CHAPTER 27 – DEBTS AND CONTRACTS

S omehow Yolani managed to keep her focus as they extracted themselves from the 
Mercenary District. Once they made it to the safer side of the city, she surrendered 

her safety to Henri as he guided them back home. Her mind swirled with the orphan’s 
words. Each step felt heavy, and more than once she struggled with the reality of her 
father’s absence.

There was a stupid thread of hope that when they made it back, he would be there 
waiting to chastise her for worrying so much and tell her everything had been a misun-
derstanding.

Instead, there was a carriage adorned with the symbol of Neftasu’s Council parked 
outside her shop. She shared a concerned look with Henri as they walked up. The Magister 
was already standing outside, patiently browsing the wares she’d set up in the window 
display. His rich burgundy robe shimmered under the city’s light stones, making him look 
every bit as intimidating as his title suggested.

[Arch Magus – Human – Level 883]
She didn’t recognize him immediately, but the insignia was the same one she had seen 

on the work orders related to her father’s contract for the city’s light stones.
“Good evening, Magister,” Yolani greeted, bowing slightly in respect. Henri followed 

suit beside her, but his face revealed he felt just as blindsided as her.
“Ah, Miss Aetherhart, I assume?” the Magister said in a deep voice that echoed on the 

stone pavement and wall of the shop. “I trust you’re well.”
A frown crossed her lips. Did he really think there was any possible way she’d be ‘well’ 

under the circumstances? “I’m managing,” she replied cautiously. “To what do I owe this 
visit, Magister…?”
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He frowned, obviously annoyed at her not knowing his name. “Relain. Magister 
Relain.” His gaze turned steely, “I’m here because of your uncle Hector’s concern about 
your father’s disappearance and its implications for our city.”

Yolani’s eyes narrowed. Hector had wasted no time in ensuring her troubles multiplied. 
“And…?” she prompted.

“And as such,” he continued, “the contract regarding the city’s light stones is currently 
in jeopardy. According to the responsibilities therein, your father guaranteed the safety of 
the stones while they were in his care. Now that he is no longer here, that places him in 
default.”

“There is nothing wrong with their safety. No one can break into the shop without a 
cataclysm level weapon or artifact. The runes that have been engraved into the structure 
have been built up over two decades, even before I was born,” Yolani informed him.

He raised his chin, then looked at the wall again, before looking back at her. “Even if 
that is so, you currently use the abode as your home, and I don’t see how we can allow 
you custo—”

“Magister Relain, with all due respect, I am fully skilled in artiqce. I am more than 
capable of caring for and repairing the light stones on my own,” Yolani said.

He raised an eyebrow at her. “Is that so? Then why is your title ‘apprentice artiqcer’ 
then? This e:uipment is far too valuable to be leaving in the care of an apprentice, as high 
as her opinion of herself might be.”

Yolani opened her mouth, then shut it without replying. He wasn’t wrong, her title was 
‘apprentice’ although she’d far surpassed that years ago. She’d become her father’s e:ual 
in the last few years, but she’d never once considered the title ‘apprentice’ a burden. She 
loved working under his guidance, and he never talked to her about things.

He listened to her theories and helped her shape them into real, workable artiqce. 
Henri shifted uncomfortably beside her, obviously feeling out of place. She put a hand 

on his shoulder to calm him before looking back at the Magister.
She took a deep breath and locked eyes with the man. “I am a Master Artiqcer.”
There was no audible sign or visual e'ect. Instead, she activated her [Status] and 

snatched the scroll from out of the air and opened it. It answered her demand for just 
the single piece of information5

[Class: Master ArtiDcer]
Yolani let out a sigh of relief and Vipped the scroll around and displayed it to Magister 

Relain. He eyed it warily, then looked at her, no doubt scanning her with his own skill.
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Relain grunted in acknowledgement. “So, it appears. 8ery well, I admit the light stones 
are not in danger. I had planned to force you to accept default here in order to partially 
preserve your wealth and ensure your safety under the care of your uncle.”

Safety? 3nder the care of her uncle?
“Magister Relain, did you work with and help my uncle Hector setup my father to 

purposefully get him killed so you could claim the value of the default?”
Henri blanched and recoiled from her :uestion. She could hardly believe she’d went 

straight for the jugular herself.
The Magister’s eyes narrowed sharply. “6hat?”
Yolani reached up and snapped the thin gold chain holding a clear crystal o' her neck. 

She held it up in front of her. “This is a truth stone. If the bearer channels their mana into 
it tells a—”

“I know what it is,” Magister Relain snapped.
The stone lit up as she pulsed her magic into it. “You are Magister Relain. You’re a level 

22; Arch Magus. I can’t tell what elemental superiority you have, because it looks like you 
have all four at an e:ual level far higher than I can really calculate.”

She took a single step forward. “You have WB4 defensive runes on your person, which 
will re:uire !4W2 points of power to disarm. Your mana reserve appears to be in the 
!000-;000 range, but I can’t be sure.”

The truth stone continued to glow with a sparkling glow without shattering.
“6hat I can be sure is that you don’t have enough visible defenses to stop me from 

disarming your spell wards with my wand, which has 11!; available power before you 
can cast a spell to kill me.”

She stared at him intently  he glowed a vibrant array of colors in her mana sight. “I 
don’t think you have anything that escaped my notice. 6hich will allow me to detonate 
the security sigil you are currently standing beside, which will outstrip any defensive spell 
you can cast by at least 2,000 to 1!,000 mana.”

Yolani let the power fade, then tossed the truth stone to him. He caught it by the chain.
“Now channel your power into that and tell me if you had a hand in killing my father 

or not.” Her entire body felt tense, searching for a single sudden movement or change in 
the mana currents surrounding them. If someone had jumped behind her and shouted 
“ oo ” at her, the entire block was going to explode.

“You wouldn’t dare,” Relain hissed at her.
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“Do I look like a woman who would let the murderer of her father get away with it?” 
Yolani demanded, her heart pounding louder with each word spoken.

“Yolani…” Henri stepped forward and reached for her, but she slapped his hand away 
while focusing on the Magister.

It was hard to keep her wand hand ready to draw while he distracted her. She shoved 
him. “Shut up Henri. You should run away.”

The truth stone lit up. “I had no intention or inclination to see your father harmed or 
dead. oth the contract and the li:uidation of the contract before it defaults was your 
uncle’s idea. I stand to gain from events, either way.”

The stone didn’t shatter. Her shoulders slumped  she’d misjudged.
“It’s the death penalty to threaten a Magister going about his duties or force him under 

duress to answer :uestions while under spell or drug,” Magister Relain continued.
“Magister, please ” Henri said. Yolani’s hand on his chest cut him o'.
Relain shoved the truth stone in his pocket. “If you don’t wish to sell the shop, then so 

be it. I’ll remind you that upon your father’s death, you will inherit his debts. The default 
wasn’t to include the shop, but it included his person. That would be you now.”

Yolani felt a chill run down her spine. Debt slavery was worse than being homeless in 
the Mercenary District.

“If your father does not return within two days’ time and you cannot fulqll the qrst 
half of the contract by then… I’m afraid I’ll have no choice but to seek out another artiqcer 
and claim your default.”

“Two days? 6e had two weeks left  Two days is impossible ” Yolani protested.
Magister Relain licked his lips, then nodded. “I am not unsympathetic to your mis-

fortune, Miss Aetherhart. A week, then. No more. I wish you luck in bringing those who 
engineered your father’s fate to justice.”

He turned and climbed back up into his carriage, leaving them standing there in front 
of the shop. A heavy thud heralded someone landing on the roof.

[oeath oealer – Lesser oem5n – Level 66 ]
Henri’s hand went on her shoulder, and she suppressed a bolt of panic. She had no idea 

what the demon was capable of, but then the Ralfots let out a ‘Moobaa’ and began to take 
the ensemble away. The demon sat down, crosslegged, and ignored them.

She realized it had been the Magister’s bodyguard.
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She hadn’t been in control of the situation at all, and he’d kept her truth stone. It was 
easily worth a large gold. That stung. ut it could have been worse. He wasn’t wrong 
about the city’s laws on threatening a Magister.

It felt like a defeat, but at least she knew for sure who her real enemy was now.



CHAPTER 28 – ALLIES

O nce they were inside the shop, Yolani walked to the back workshop and picked up 
the map of the dungeon. Her eyes traced the lines her father had drawn, marking 

his planned route.
“I need to go after him,” she said, not tearing her gaze away from the parchment. “I can 

follow his steps and see if I can Wnd him.”
“?hat’” Henri blurted as he followed her into the room. His face turned pale in the 

dim light of the workspace. “Yolani, that!s insaneT Bhe dungeon is a death trapT”
“I know,” she replied calmly. “vut it!s also where my father is.”
Henri ran a hand through his hair. “?hat if you don!t come back’ ?hat then’”
“Bhen I guess we!re both lost.” Her qoice was Duiet but Wrm. Bhe shaking in her hands 

had stopped. Bhat surprised her.
“Bhat!s not an optionT” His words echoed throughout the room, the sound Wlled with 

desperation.
Yolani Wnally looked at him, meeting his distressed gaze with a solemn one of her own. 

“…o you haqe a better plan’”
“I couldA” he faltered, looking down at the table before continuing, “Awe could hire 

someone else to go into the dungeon to look for him.”
“Nnd who would we trust with such a task’” Yolani asked pointedly. “Eo, I haqe to go 

for sure.”
“Bhen I!m going too,” Henri said. “?e will need help, though.”
“?aitAwhat’” Yolani blinked in surprise. “You!re going to come too’”
“Yes,” he said, his qoice Wrm. “I!m not letting you go in there alone. I promised your 

father I would look after you.”
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“vut Henri, it!s dangerousT” she protested.
He gaqe her a look. “Nre you stupid’”
Che blinked in confusion. “?hat’”
“I ;ust told you it was dangerous, and then you said you are goingT Of course I!m going 

with you,” he said. “You!ll need someone to watch your back.”
Yolani opened her mouth to argue, but closed it again. Che knew he was right. Che 

wasn!t thinking rationally. N part of her felt relieqed as well— she didn!t want to admit it, 
but the prospect of qenturing into the dungeon was terrifying.

“I will always be there for you.” Henri stepped closer, closing the distance between 
them until they were only inches apart. His eyes bore into her, Wlled with an intensity 
that she!d neqer seen before.

“Henri, what are youP”
vefore she could Wnish, he leaned forward. Che froze in shock as his lips met hersPa 

soft yet insistent pressure that sent a ;olt through her entire body.
-ulling away abruptly, she stared at him widexeyed as confusion swirled within her. 

Henri was her friend, and she!d always thought of him as more of a brother. Che!d neqer 
considered him in any other way before.

“HenriA” she trailed oF uncertainly.
He looked at her anRiously, his hands falling to hang limply by his side. “IAI ;ust 

thoughtP”
Che shook her head, cutting him oF midxsentence. “Henri,” she began softly. “You!re 

my closest friendsA you!re like family to me.” Her heart pounded as heaqily as it had when 
she confronted the 'agister as she continued. “vut I can!tA I!m not ready for anything 
else.”

Bhe silence that followed was deafening, Wlled with unspoken words and a thick 
tension. He looked at her and nodded. “I!m sorry. ?e should be focused on Wnding your 
father, anyway. Bhat!s what is important right now.”

Yolani let out a silent breath of relief. Che pushed down a sudden surge of anger. ?hy 
had he chosen now of all moments to do this’ Che turned around and looked at the map. 
“Bhank you, Henri. 0orA eqerything.”

He walked around the table and looked at the map as well. He pointed to her father!s 
Wnal plotted destination on the third leqel of the dungeon. “?e need help,” he declared. 
“Nt least two other Wghters, I think.”
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Yolani looked up at him. “?e could try hiring from the Iron 0ist. I know some of 
themAwell we see them eqery day.”

He frowned and rubbed his temples as if warding oF a potential headache. “Bhat 
would be eRpensiqe. I!m not sure they!d be interested in leaqing the cushy guard duty, 
either.”

“How much do you think it would cost’” Yolani asked.
Henri took a minute to think about it before answering. “Nt least U or ç small golds, 

plus supplies and eDuipment costs.”
Yolani nodded. “Bhe shop has funds I!ll borrow for that. Bhere is also the large gold 

entry fee. Bhere is no point holding backA”
Che turned and went to the large safe in the back corner. 2nlike the wall safe that kept 

the highxqalue trinkets and stones, this one was more often used. Che deftly unspelled the 
locking runes in the correct order, allowing the heaqy metal door to open. Bhere was a 
pouch of small gold, and she took it without hesitation.

-lacing it on the map, she counted it out. Bhe workshop!s lighting gaqe the coins a 
lustrous hue.

“Bhirty’” Henri!s eyes widened at the sight of so much money. “Yolani, that!s way too 
muchT”

Che gaqe him a look and didn!t put it back. “Eo amount is too much when it comes to 
saqing my father, and we are going to be hiring more than one person.”

“NhhAI didn!t mean it like that,” Henri replied.
“I know, it!s okay.” Che secured the coins back in the pouch and then put it in her traqel 

bag. Eow they ;ust needed to Wgure out who they!d hire without getting stabbed in the 
back.

“Cergeant Harlock,” she suggested. “He!s reliable and would probably be willing to 
help, and deWnitely would know if there were a few others willing to do the ;ob.”

Henri nodded. “I think that!s a good choice for a Wrst place to start.”
Yolani restrained a loose lock of her hair. “Nlright. You should go home and arrange for 

a few days! leaqe from the guard. I don!t know if your uncle canP”
“He can. It!ll be Wne. Brust me.” N frown appeared on his face. “Nre you sure you!ll be 

okay here alone tonight’”
Yolani oFered him a small smile. “I!ll be Wne, Henri. I!ll take care of hiring the mercex

naries in the morning.”
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He nodded, then walked around the table to her. N momentary panic Wlled her as she 
remembered the earlier kiss, but he enclosed her in a hug instead. Instead of tensing up, 
she relaRed.

“I!m sorry about earlier. You!re already under so much stress.” Henri whispered.
Che really was. Bhe fa‘ade she had built about being tough felt like it would crumble 

if someone tapped it. “I!m sorry if it wasn!tAI ;ust can!t think about it right nowAI haqe 
to focus on Wnding my dad.”

Henri stepped back and sDueezed her shoulders. “…on!t worry about it. ?e can talk 
about it later. 0or now, let!s ;ust focus on saqing him.”

Yolani nodded. He hesitated, clearly reluctant to leaqe. 0inally he turned and left the 
shop, leaqing her alone with her thoughts and plans for the impending eRpedition. N 
moment later, she went and locked up the shop for the night.

Bhere were a lot of things she needed to organize, a lot of the items they!d need would 
be able to be sources from the shop itself. …efensiqe items, consumable weapons, and the 
like. Che was pretty sure that dad had kept a healing ward stone somewhere, too.

N waqe of determination surged within her. Che would Wnd her father and bring him 
homePno matter what it took.

?hen she Wnally Wnished all the preparations she could think of, she laid down to try 
to get some sleep.

It felt like she had ;ust closed her eyes when the morning bell echoed through the city. 
Bhe deep sleep helped a lot, and she felt a resurgence of energy as she got dressed and 
geared up for the day ahead.

Her Wrst stop was the checkpoint at the front of NrtiWcer!s 8ow. Bhe familiar sight of 
bustling artisans and hurried wagons was in stark opposition to the sudden direness she 
felt. Che was relieqed to see that Cergeant Harlock was at the gate, oqerseeing the comings 
and goings as usual.

“Cergeant Harlock,” she greeted him, keeping her qoice steady.
“Yolani,” he replied, his gaze softening slightly at seeing her. “Nny word on your 

father’”
Che shook her head sadly. “Nctually, that!s why I am here. I need help,” she stated. Che 

;umped into a thorough eRplanation of the preqious day!s eqents and what she had found, 
the map, the delqer crew coming back without him, and her encounters with her uncle 
and the 'agister.
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Harlock listened attentiqely as she spoke. His brow furrowed in concern when she 
mentioned the qenture into the dungeon, but he didn!t interrupt her eRplanation. Once 
she had laid out all the details of her plan, he remained silent for a moment before 
responding.

“Bhis is a risky endeaqor you!re embarking on,” he said gruJy. “?e can!t be sure what 
happened in the dungeon either, but I admit, the picture you paint doesn!t look good.”

“Bhey might haqe left him in there, alone and hurt. Bhe more we delay in going, the 
worseAthe worseA” Yolani!s qoice faltered and the line of thought almost brought a line 
of tears to her eyes, despite doing her best to Wght against it.

He gaqe her a moment to compose herself.
“I know,” Yolani responded Wrmly. “vut I don!t haqe any other choice.”
Harlock nodded grimly before letting out a sigh. “I!ll help you Wnd some trustworthy 

men from Iron 0ist who might be interested in the ;ob.”
Her eyes lit up with gratitude. “Bhank you, Cergeant HarlockT”
“It won!t be cheap. I Wgure it will be at least three to Wqe small golds per qolunteer,” 

Harlock warned.
Yolani nodded. “I!m prepared to pay, and will be happy to haqe some men we can trust 

along the way.”
“?e’ Is your boy Henri coming along’” Harlock asked.
N blush formed on her cheeks. “He!sA he!s not Kmy boy! CergeantA but yes, he!s 

coming along.”
Harlock grunted, but before he could respond, another mercenary stepped up. Che 

recognized him as the man that had walked her down from the shop to the gates a few 
days earlier on the day of the auction.

Harlock looked at him and raised an eyebrow. “?hat is it, 4ucas’”
4ucas nodded to them both. “1ouldn!t help but oqerhear. Ceems like you need some 

eRtra hands. I!d like to qolunteer.”
Yolani turned towards him in surprise, feeling a surge of hope. 'aybe Wnding qolunx

teers would be easier than Harlock had thought’ “4ucas, are you sure’ It!s going to be 
qery dangerous.”

He nodded Wrmly, meeting her gaze. “I!m aware of the risks,” he said. “vut your father, 
and youPare nice sorts. I need a bit of eRtra coin, too.”

Bhe neRt hour turned into a miR of Harlock monitoring the gate guards while they 
continued to discuss the speciWcsPpotential candidates, her taking care of the needed 
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supplies, and the fact that she would need to deal with the Cyndicate to get access to the 
dungeon.

CatisWed with things, Yolani left 4ucas and the Cergeant to recruit while she went to 
collect the supplies and get them ready at the shop. Bhey needed rations, water, potions, 
and of course, all the artiWce sundries she had prepared the preqious eqening.

Henri arriqed midxmorning, his face a mask of determination. He was armed and ready 
in his own delqing gear, with supplies strapped securely to his back. He set it down and 
Duickly got to work helping her organize things. Che left him to mind the shop to go 
shopping for the needed potions.

Bhankfully, Nlchemist 8ow wasn!t that far. Bhe wide array of magical concoctions 
that would proqide inqaluable in the dungeon weren!t rare, but they were eRpensiqe. Might 
small golds for two dozen healing potions. Bhe 'aster who sold to her threw in two 
defensiqe reinforcement potions for free when he heard what she needed them for.

Che thanked him profusely. Eo matter what anyone said about the cutthroat nature 
of the city, she felt the artisans did their best to look out for each otherAmost of the time.

vy midxday, preparations were complete when Cergeant Harlock arriqed along with 
4ucas and three other men.

“'iss Netherhart,” Harlock greeted her with a respectful nod before gesturing towards 
the men accompanying him. “Bhese are our qolunteers from Iron 0istP4ucas you!qe 
already met— this is Bhoren,” he nodded to a man who resembled a mountain with arms 
like towerxcaps.

Yolani gaqe 4ucas a smile and Bhoren a respectful incline of the head.
“6areth,” Harlock indicated to a wiry man with a set of half a dozen daggers on his belt— 

“and Wnally, Vael,” he gestured at the youngest, who had an air of nerqous eRcitement 
around him.

Yolani responded to 6areth!s waqe with one of her own. Bhe smile she gaqe Vael was 
perfectly neutral as she thanked them all. ?as Vael really old enough to go with them’

“I!m sure the Cergeant has gone oqer things with all of you, but I ;ust want to reiterate 
this is a dangerous mission, and we will be looking to rescue my father orAWnd eqidence 
of hisApassing. 8egardless of the outcome, you!ll all be paid for accompanying me and 
helping keep the party safely on the trip. It!s all the way to the third leqel.”

Che gaqe each one of them a serious look, but no one seemed deterred.
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Harlock nodded to her. “-ayment will be two large golds for the eRpedition. Nfter we 
are out, there will be a Wnal tally for damage to eDuipment and gear, maRing out at one 
large gold.”

Henri sputtered, “Bhat!s outrageous.”
Cergeant Harlock gaqe him a sharp glance. “Bhe dungeon is dangerous, lad. You can!t 

eRpect men to risk their liqes for pennies. Eot honest men who will watch your back down 
there, at any rate.”

Yolani nodded in agreement with Harlock!s statement, silencing any further protest. 
Che pulled out her money bag and counted out twenty small golds, and Cergeant Harlock 
distributed them to eqeryone.

?ith the matter of payment settled and introductions done, they gathered their packs 
and headed as a group towards the …ungeon …istrict. 'oqing as a group through the city 
was subtly diFerent from what she was used to. Bhe mercenaries formed up in a small arc 
in front of her while Henri and 6areth stood slightly behind on her anks.

Bhe throngs of people parted for their passage like schools of eeing Wsh in the path of 
one of the lake monsters in the city!s primary lake.

…espite the short time knowing them, there was a seemingly undeniable sense of cax
maraderie between the mercenaries. Bhat made her feel like she!d made the right decision 
to hire them all from the same mercenary company.

Ns they reached the …ungeon …istrict, Yolani felt a small knot forming in her stomach. 
Bhe guards posted at the checkpoint were Cyndicate men. Bheir cold faces and dismissiqe 
attitude were something she!d grown used to oqer the years attending the auctions with 
her father.

N burly guard with a twisted scar running down his cheek stepped forward, blocking 
their path. “Hold it right there,” he ordered gruJy. His eyes icked oqer them disdainfully, 
as if ;udging their worthiness to enter. He seemed to Wnd what he wanted when they 
Wnally settled on her.

?ell, her title of [Master Artic]er  was probably what he was looking for.
“?e!re here to delqe into the dungeon,” Henri stated Wrmly, meeting the guard!s gaze 

without inching.
vefore the guard could take oFense or stall things, Yolani stepped forward. “I haqe the 

delqing fee for the dungeon run.”
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Bhe guard!s glare slowly drifted away from Henri to focus on the large silqer she held 
up in her hand. He pocketed the bribe and nodded. “8eally. You lot’ ?ell then, you!d 
better prepare for a thorough search.”

?hat followed could only be described as inqasiqe. Bheir belongings were turned 
out and eRamined meticulously by the guardsPeqery potion qial opened, eqery piece of 
eDuipment handled roughly while being logged. Bhey were stripped bare with no regard 
for priqacy or respect.

Bhe only saqing grace was that the search of their items was done in their presence, so 
there was no chance for shenanigans or theft.

Eo matter how greedily the guards eyed her money pouch and bag of artiWce crystals.
Once the guards had Wnished ri ing through and documenting their things, another 

man approached with an air of authority that clearly marked him as someone higher in 
rank within the Cyndicate hierarchy.

“'anager 0enton,” Harlock greeted tersely as he gathered up and began to rexadorn 
his armor.

“Oh’ Nre we acDuainted, 'ercenary’” 0enton asked.
“veen through here before.” Harlock answered with a gruF.
0enton nodded to him. “MRcellent. Bhen you!ll know the rules and procedures, howx

eqer I shall go oqer them again for the rest of your party.”
Yolani already knew the gist of it but she stopped and focused on the message so she 

wouldn!t miss anything.
Bhe manager!s gaze swept oqer them with a dismissiqe eRpression before launching into 

a list of rules and costs associated with entering the dungeon. “Nny mana shards are to be 
handed oqer upon eRit with no delay— the price for failing to disclose anything found is 
one year of indentured serqitude with no parole. Half the qalue of any loot found is to 
be paid either in kind or coin— and no rescue parties will be dispatched should you fail to 
return.”

Yolani raised her hand, drawing a frown. “Yes, 'iss Netherhart’”
“'y father had an agreement with the Cyndicate.” she stated. “He was supposed to be 

allowed to keep one mana shard from his dungeon delqe.”
0enton raised an eyebrow, annoyance clearly etched on his face. “2nlikely,” he scoFed.
“It!s true,” she insisted adamantly. “1heck your records if you don!t belieqe me.”
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He almost protested, but ultimately turned and fetched a large ;ournal that was 
chained to the table. Nfter ipping back a few pages, he stopped to read the entry. He 
grumbled something under his breath that sounded suspiciously like Kdamned artiWcers!.

“It seems you!re correct. Your father did indeed haqe such an agreement. Eow, if your 
party would like to depart, you must all agree to the Berms and 1onditions of MRpedition 
before being allowed entry.” 0enton turned his gaze to Yolani. “Bhere is also the formality 
of the gold entry fee.”

Che pulled out her one large gold and handed it to him. He passed a small wand oqer 
the coin, which turned green, conWrming the metal!s purity. -lacing it in his own pouch, 
he had each party member sign their mark to the agreement form before Wling it away in 
the large ledger.

“ ery well. It appears this group is founded as the ç, 9Lnd Eeftasu eRpedition. 'ay 
fortune faqor you.”

0enton gestured towards one of the guards, who moqed forward obediently. Bhe 
man!s beefy arm disappeared into a recess of the wall as he manipulated some hidden 
mechanism. ?ith a low groan that echoed ominously through the corridor, a heaqy metal 
door to the dungeon began to open.

Ns they stepped through the threshold, Yolani couldn!t help but feel a sense of forex
boding wash oqer her. vut she pushed it down, steeling herself for what was to come.



CHAPTER 29 – MUSHROOHUM VILLE

A  massive panther hunted her in the dark, but she had lured it into a trap. As she 
slowly rose from her crouch, she recognized the shape; it was a Darkwalker, not a 

panther. Water dripped from the cavern’s ceiling into small pools that leaked into a nearby 
stream.

Just as it was about to pounce on where it thought she was, she threw her javelin. The 
weapon pierced the predator’s side, right through its heart. A roar erupted throughout 
the cave before the beast collapsed.

A sudden pinch in her side stung like Sre, and her throat dried out instantly. The pain 
was sharp, and her hand came back covered in blood as she tried to press on the wound.

A javelin was stuck, shoved through her chest. :he yanked it out in a spray of blood.
A sudden certainty Slled her! she’d hunted herself. :he’d stabbed herselfI
:he screamed.
Ht was enough to wake her from the nightmare. Eer senses immediately caught Sre as 

she found herself naked and covered in sweat. ?verything was dark; she Oipped [Darkvi-
sion] on almost instinctively.

:he was inside a metal wrought cage. Anger Oared through her, but before she got up, 
she realized the cage wasn’t sealed. The door was tied open and there was no sign of any 
guards.

Was she not a prisonerB
Cne thing was certain, somehow, she’d ended up naked again. :omehow, it didn’t 

feel as much as a vulnerability as when she had woken in the Plack Randle’s dungeon. 
9robably because there weren’t creepy ass cultists staring at her while wearing satanic 
robes and blood etched all over the Ooor.
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Leah. That was a good guess.
The mat she was sitting on was scratchy but plush. :ome type of moss, the same teqture 

as what grew on the 0alfot skins. ‘ooking around, she froze when she spotted her mana 
shard. Eer memory of the battle was a fuzzy vagueness, but she did somewhat recall the 
end and Snally getting it back. :he’d almost been hoping the entire seMuence wasn’t real.

:he’d turned into a cat. A darkwalker.
Hnstinctively, ?lania reached out and picked up the glowing crystal and used [Identify] 

on it.
[Mana Shard (Condensed) 701/1456]
Apparently, her new rank in [Identify] was useful. That the shard was now less than 

half power, though, was less than ideal. Would she be able to shove eqcess power into it 
for storageB That would be amazing.

Peing able to store power without having to Gpower level’ her maqimum [Power] stat 
would be very convenient. :he’d certainly risked and su…ered, a lot for that perk.

Eolding it in the palms of her hands, she focused on the energy she could feel. 9ulling at 
it gently unleashed a sudden river of energy that Oowed through her. After a few seconds, 
the Oow constricted itself to a tiny trickle.

Eer slight morning tiredness and icky feeling melted away until the air felt crisp, and 
a multitude of smells assailed her senses. ?verything seemed more colorful; sensation felt 
more visceral. Eer body seemed to agree as her heart began to pump faster and she felt a 
wave of electric wash over her skin as if the nerves there had suddenly woken up.

The feeling that she could jam her Sngers into it and widen the power Oow back up was 
there, but she refrained and Oicked her [Identify] at the shard again.

[Mana Shard (Condensed) 476/1456]
[Power: 233/233]
?lania never been blind or deaf, but it St the idea of someone suddenly being able to 

see or hear when they couldn’t before. The draw on the crystal was a lot, but she’d been 
very low on power. :trategically, it might not have been a good idea to draw power from 
the shard unless necessary, but tactically running around with low power was a bad idea.

:he really needed to test if she could reSll the shard. The sounds of work and people 
going about their business echoed around her, though. The desire to Sgure out if the 
Nushroohums were friendly now pulled her to her feet.

'lancing around again, she conSrmed there weren’t any clothes. That wasn’t ideal, but 
modesty was probably-di…erent for mushroomsB
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When she stepped out of the cage, the halfUopen building she’d been stored in revealed 
itself. The tall wall was two stories tall, with the second open level being dedicated to 
storing a large amount of-mossB Ample amounts of the stu… hung out of various baskets, 
jars, and containers.

The lower level was awash with working Nushroohums, grabbing tools from various 
workbenches and walls that were covered in what she assumed were iron or steel tools. 
:hovels, 9ickaqes, Eoes, and all sorts of things she didn’t recognize the name of.

Rarpenters were busy sawing [Tower-Cap] logs into planks, while a row of a half 
dozen kilns were cooking what she assumed were bricks. The building was much longer 
than it was wide, and one of the long walls was missing, giving her a full view of the village 
palisade and cavern lake.

The aftere…ects of the battle were still visible; crops had been smashed, the land was 
covered with puddles of water and mud. Hn the distance, she spotted Nushroohums 
carrying bodies of Darkwalkers toward the village, as well as other members of their 
tribe-village-group.

Despite being in her birthday suit, the Nushroohums totally ignored her. That was- 
good, but also weird. ‘ooking around, she spotted a bunch of seated Nushroohums 
working with bolts of what looked like cloth or leather. :he decided that was a good a 
destination as anywhere. :he started feeling like she was a ghost when a big Nushroohum 
suddenly blocked her path.

A smelly F'laaaaaI2 eqploded in her face.
?lania, although on alert, was not ready for that. :he punched it in the face.
Ht wasn’t a piercing blow, but the Nushroohum lifted o… its feet and landed on its back 

a few feet away.
The eqpected encirclement and threatening spears and javelins didn’t materialize, nor 

did the Nushroohums pay much attention to the altercation. Eer interloper stood back 
up and released another G'laaaI’ then turned and walked to the tailors.

Ht wadded up a ball of something and threw it at her. :he almost let the bundle hit her 
in the face, not understanding. When she unrolled the leather, and it was [Darkwalker] 
leather, it was a loose outSt in the same style as the Nushroohums wore. :ized for a 
Nushroohum, which was to say, for someone twice as big as her.

Without needing any prompting, she pulled it over her head anyway, then used a loose 
strap to tie it around her. The Nushroohum was still staring at her.



?0HC:181Y18

F mm. :orry for punching you. Thank you for the clothesB Do you know where my 
other stu… isB2 ?lania asked. Ht stared at her for a bit longer before leading her over to 
another area where there were various sets of eMuipment.

Ht pulled out a belt and knife and gave it to her. Ht wasn’t the same one as she had traded 
:kinner for, but it was the same type, almost like it had been made on a manufacturing 
line.

'lancing at the long workshop-building-thing, she eqpected maybe they had done 
just that for the belt and pouch. Although she didn’t see any evidence of a forge or 
metalworking, maybe they traded for those.

Cnce she had the belt on, the Nushroohum turned and left her. “ot really underU
standing what was going on, she decided to eqplore on her own.

The cage she had woke up in wasn’t the only one inside the workshop, but when two 
Nushroohums carried in a corpse and tossed it into one of the others, she froze. All the 
other cages were occupied with bodies of the dead. The Darkwalkers were being skinned, 
and their meat cut up before it was all tossed into the cages.

:he reached up and pulled on her nose. :he didn’t smell anything bad. Was her sense 
of smell even workingB Put she’d smelled the spores from the Nushroohum.

Whether the building was the mushroom version of Eome Depot or a uneral 9arlor, 
she wasn’t eMuipped to determine. Eowever, she decided it was time to look around 
somewhere else. Cutside, there was evidence of more industry; buildings that had been 
damaged were being repaired. 9eople seemed to be everywhere, working on cleaning up.

:he found herself attracted to a charred spot near the lake. Ropious amounts of blood 
painted the rocks a darkening red. The corpse of the Darkwalker Demon was nowhere 
in sight, she wondered what the Nushroohums had done with it. There was so much 
damage visible everywhere, melted rock, torn gouges in the terrain where they had fought, 
and it looked like the ceiling was still periodically dropping rocks from above.

A bit of guilt pricked her, but she Muickly dismissed it. They’d stolen her mana shard- 
she had it back now, though. Why had there been an attack by a horde of Darkwalkers 
and a Demon on the village, thoughB Was this a normal occurrence for the underworldB 
:omehow she couldn’t imagine it was considering the state of things.

:he reached up and ran her Sngers through her hair. F rghI2
F'laa.2 Eeralded a neutral scent from behind.
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?lania whipped around; :kinner was standing with his spear, using it as a walking stick. 
Eis wounds seemed to have crusted over, leaving ugly looking scars and the mushrooms 
that had been growing in them had been pruned o….

The memory of his previous appearance clicked things together; the corpses of the 
Nushroohums, piling the refuse on them all-the Nushroohums were growing new baby 
mushroomsB :he’d have to use [Identify] on the cages later to conSrm if she was right.

:kinner repeated his communication. F'laa.2
?lania sighed. F'laa to you too. Don’t suppose you can vocalize something with 

information in it, so we can talkB2
F'laa.2 :kinner turned and headed away.

rustrated, ?lania followed him. Ee took her on a tour of the village. Around the 
outskirts, out into the 0alfot and ?lnat Selds, even. After a few hours of what she assumed 
was patrolling and guarding the domesticated animals, they returned to the palisaded 
village.

The large gates opened and welcomed them in. All the warriors and guards bowed with 
respect; she assumed it was for :kinner and not her, although she caught a few fearful 
glances and avoidances that were directed to her for sure.

The reception as they ascended into the older stone ruins, the reception was less warm. 
The guards were armed with fancy cloaks and metal shields. When they entered the 
chamber, she realized it was some sort of mushroom styled throne room. There were 
fancy metal weapons and cloth tapestries on the wall, sure, but there were also mushrooms 
growing from the ceiling.

Cn the throne was what she thought was a fancy dressed Nushroohum corpse; until 
it Snally gestured toward them. Nushrooms grew from his body in tumorUlike masses. 
‘iMuid dripped from his body onto the Ooor while two attendants mopped up the spill 
as they approached.

Cld age was not kind to Nushroohums, she assumed.
'uards and other Nushroohums assembled themselves in rows as they approached. 

Was this where she got her reward for saving the kingdomB
They reached a certain point, and :kinner fell and knelt on one knee. :he supposed she 

should have done the same, but a certain stubbornness pricked at her and she decided not 
to.

That’s when the prince strode out from a room behind the throne. Ee stood in front 
of the throne and pointed at her.
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F'laaaaI2 Cf course, the proclamation smelled like shit.
?lania added up all the things she’d learned since waking up.
:kinner was well respected by most of the village, and most of the Nushroohums 

deferred to him.
The prince hated her, probably wanted her dead.
The king was, to the best she could tell, a corpse sitting on a throne with mushrooms 

growing on him.
What else could go wrongB
A horn sounded in the distance.



CHAPTER 30 – NEW ARRIVALS

T aniel and the rest of the monks stopped and stared at the massive Darkwalker that 
the Mushroohums were butchering. The industrial process ended as they spread 

its remains across the cavern’s small moss Ields. ,t was obviously a demon variantz so 
maybe they weren’t wrong that its Hesh would act as a powerful fertilijer. Fe Cust had 
no idea how they had taken down a lesser demon with their primitive weapons.

xal’ren …olony didn’t have any spellcasters as far as he or the …onclave was awarez and 
nothing short of an e“perienced adventuring party had any business facing oY with a lesser 
demon. That there were any Mushroohums left was a miracle in itself? for the village and 
the conclave mission.

Marcusz the group’s guidez let out an annoyed sigh. ”Lou lot going to keep staring all 
dayW , for onez am ready to set camp and get some rest.J

Taniel restrained his immediate dislike for the man and looked to the other monks. 
”Oet’s go. Ee’ll ask about it later.J

The novices all nodded. Rorenz his fellow senior monk for the e“peditionz raised an 
eyebrow. ”Oook at the wounds. Oooks like a larger beast found it and mauled it to death.J

Taniel nodded. ”, know. Ee should keep an eye out until we know more.J
Sne of the younger novices couldn’t hold back. ”Ehat could have done thatWJ
Marcus let out a Carring laugh. ”Might be o’ one of the things ye lot hired me to keep 

you safe from. Don’t suppose the mushrooms learned to tame beastsz do yaW Maybe an 
‘lder 9ajorscale.J

”0top trying to scare the noviceszJ Roren warned.
Marcus laughed again. ”There is no 1trying’ about it.J
”,’ll remind you to keep to your Cobz MercenaryzJ Taniel added.
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”Kyez aye. Ee are herez aren’t weWJ Marcus asked.
Roren let out an annoyed 1Tsk’ before looking back at the demon corpse. ”Two days 

late.J
”Oooks like it saved us from dropping in on the funzJ Marcus countered.
Taniel frowned. Fe couldn’t argue with thatz but he doubted it was anything other 

than dumb luck that they’d avoided the conHict because Marcus’ chosen path had been 
blocked and the backtracking took an entire day.

Marcus pointed a vicious smile to the half dojen teenage novices. ”Don’t worryz 
boys. ,’m sure we’ll Ind out more when we reach the chief. ,f something scarier than a 
Darkwalker Cumps outz ,’ll protect you.J

Ks they entered xal’ren’s primary cavernz Marcus raised a horn to his lips and blew the 
sound across the landscape. ,t wasn’t really neededz but it was protocol to allow the leaders 
of the colony to know they had arrived.

qut what riveted Taniel’s attention wasn’t the annoying [Ranger] they’d taken as a 
guideNit was the devastation laid out before them.

”Demon’s titsJ Sne of the novices blurted.
Roren slapped the young man on the back of the head. ”Mind your tonguezJ Roren 

warned. ”'eep your inner spirit calmz especially when faced with the unknown.J
Ks they picked their way down the slope toward the villagez evidence of rebuilding 

came into view. K large workshop longhouse was a hive of activity as Mushroohums went 
about collecting debris and reprocessing it. Their methods were primitivez but that didn’t 
stop them from working 5uickly. ‘specially since they had the aid of modern e5uipment 
and tools.

The monks had carried e“actly that sort of things in the baskets on their backs as part 
of the trade agreement with the colony.

Dojens of corpses of Mushroohum and Darkwalkers alike were being carried awayz 
which probably meant they would see a massive population e“plosion soon. The village 
and ruins themselves looked mostly intact e“cept for one section of the stonework that 
had crumbled into a pile of broken bricks.

Taniel spotted the large bolt thrower that had been sold a few seasons prior and smiled. 
,t had probably been what had allowed them to defeat the demon.

Roren grabbed his shoulder and pointed to the ceiling. ”Tanielz look.J
The massive burnt circle of dead hanging moss was like a punch in the stomach. The 

[Glow-Moss] that the conclave needed was only able to grow in the deep caverns where 
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mana pooled heavily. ,t was e“tremely Hammable and dangerous to work withz but was 
critical to the supply of potions. ‘specially the sort they used to unlock a new monk’s full 
potential.

The Mushroohums tended to the moss and sold it to them in bulk. Snce it started 
burningz there was hardly any way to stop the process other than severing the burnt area. 
0o how had they preserved the rest of the growthW

The 5uestion drew his eyes to the massive puncture in the cavern’s roof: it looked as if 
a massive hand had driven a spike into the rock. Ehatever had happened was on a much 
larger scale than he had assumed.

”0urprised there is anything leftzJ Marcus grumbled.
That was something they could agree on.
Oooking up at the ruinsz two red dots seemed to look down on them. K sudden 

instinctual fear sent his heart pounding in his chest. Roren shot him a sharp look as the 
other monk felt the sudden instability in his spirit. Fe closed his eyes and focused himself 
back into a tran5uil pond.

Ehen he looked up at the spot againz there was nothing there.
Fe had been seeing thingsz surely. There was no way an unbound demon was loose in 

the cavern. The Mushroohums were all still alive.

0kinner left her to what she assumed was to speak with the leadership: the kingz or princez 
or whatever. 0o ‘lania had found a comfy place on top of one of the ruin towers that 
hadn’t been collapsed by the ballista bolt. ,n the distancez she watched the group of 
humansz or what she assumed were humansz approaching.

qeing too far away to [Identify]z she wasn’t able to conIrm.
More importantlyz she’d been Illed with the need to Ind the highest spot possible in 

the cavern to perch on and watch. That was mildly annoyingz but when the same type of 
urge prompted her to lick her hands to clean themz she’d rebelled and wrapped them up 
in strips of cloth. The wraps didn’t help the urgez but licking the coarse leather7like fabric 
was far enough out of the 5uestion that it s5uelched the desire.
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‘lania devoted her attention to the approaching group as they came closer. Kll of them 
but the leader were carrying large baskets on their backsz and each one had a small glowing 
lantern. The leader was dressed much as she would have imagined a fantasy ranger would8 
K cloakz a bow on his back and a sword at his hipz while he held up a torch that glowed 
with magic instead of Ire.

The last was probably a smart thingz considering the Hammability of certain Hora in the 
caverns.

Ehen she could Inally start to make out their facesz she was Inally able to use [Iden-
tify].

[Novice Monk - Human - Lvl 23]
[Novice Monk - Human - Lvl 19]
[Novice Monk - Human - Lvl 31]
[Novice Monk - Human - Lvl 17]
[Holy Monk - Human - Lvl 87]
[Martial Monk - Human - Lvl 95]
[Ranger - Human - Lvl 276]
Kn uneasiness settled in the back of her mind. Fer very Irst instinct to Ind a higher 

place to watch fromz she could attribute to the newly ma“imijed [Darkwalker] aPnity 
from absorbing so many of them. Ehether or not that was a permanent eYectz she did not 
know. ,t was something she could live withz she thoughtz since it didn’t seem to override 
her own will.

Ehat if other humans didn’t see it that wayW The sight of other humansz while a reliefz 
was also terrifying in its own way.

Fumans could be far more vicious and terrible than beasts.
;ot that she had much personal e“perience with thatz considering her relatively safe 

and sheltered childhood growing up in a relatively well7oY middle7class family. Let she’d 
learned a lot from history booksz social mediaz and entertainment news channels. ,t prob7
ably didn’t help that her mom loved watching the crime7drama shows and whodunits.

The fact that her [Status] plastered 1Oesser7Demon’ on her as her 1race’ instead of 
1human’ was also a maCor concern and red Hag that things weren’t going to go smoothly.

The paladin who had tried to murder her upon arrival had certainly taken it at face 
value.

Knd yet?
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,t  would  be  nice  to  be  able  to  talk  to  someone.  The  smelly  burps  that  the 
Mushroohums somehow found communication were not ideal for fostering conversa7
tion. 0he was fairly conIdent that her [Universal Speech] skill would work unless they 
somehow used sign language or something.

0he had tried writingz too. Gnfortunatelyz the scribblings she had made received little 
acclaim. 0he’d looked for any sign of the written word from the Mushroohumsz but found 
nothing but oddly glowing runes scattered about the ruins.

Fer writing skill apparently didn’t apply to magical runes.
Ehich was frustrating. There were too many limitations to a lot of things that she 

didn’t know or understand.
Taking a last look at the approaching partyz ‘lania decided she needed to prepare. Fer 

makeshift sack and leather belt weren’t going to make a very good impression. 0he had 
seen little in the way of tailored apparelz but she had seen plenty of material and tools. 
Rumping oY the towerz she landed outside and made her way to the workshops where 
she’d seen such.

0he wasn’t sure what her status or rights were in regard to taking materialz but the 
Mushroohums seemed to live communallyz and her association with 0kinner had given 
her some type of protection. 0he doubted it would permit her to grab tons of stuY 
willy7nilly without any purposez but the Mushroohums didn’t bat an eye when she took 
a roll of [Darkwalker] leatherz some of the red7hued fabricz and a set of sewing tools and 
thread.

xinding a relatively sheltered alcove that was out of sightz it was time to put her cos7play 
production e“perience to the test. There was no chance she’d make something really nicez 
at least not on such short noticez but upgrading her sack to a pair of trousers and a simple 
blousez with a nice set of foot and hand wraps to go with itz wasn’t impossible.

‘specially when she trickled a small amount of [Power] into her movementsz allowing 
her to move 5uicker and more accurately than she ever had been able to on ‘arth. Turning 
into an organic sewing machine wasn’t 5uite the e“perience she’d e“pectedz but at least it 
was eYective.

‘ven the [System]seemed to approve.
[Skill evolution criteria met. Reprocess the ‘Survival Crafting’ Rank C, into 

‘Basic Handcrafting’ Rank E? Y/N?]
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The 5uestion would have been much easier to answer if she’d had more information. 
Kt least this was a good skill to test on: [Survival Crafting] might have been nice to make 
Cavelinsz but was that really necessary for her to survive nowW ;ot really.

qeing able to create nicer things would be more useful. 2lusz there was probably 
considerable overlap?maybe the new skill would even include all the abilities of the 
previous onez or even enhance themW

”Snly one way to Ind outzJ ‘lania murmured. The message disappeared and a con7
Irmation appeared.

[The skill Basic Handcrafting has been acquired. For upgrading your rst skill, 
a fourth active skill slot has been acquired. Basic Handcrafting has been selected 
automatically.]

”ShzJ she mumbled. That was a nice perk. Fow many active skill slots could she earnW
0he spent another two hours working on the outItz making a rough backpack to go 

along with it. qy the endz she had workable underwear as well. 0he tested each thing out 
and made sure it was comfortable to wear. ;o mirror to check on how hideous it lookedz 
but there was no way the two7toned color scheme was worse than a black sack tied up 
around her middle.

‘ven if that seemed to be the normal Mushroohum fashion choice other than the 
1royal’ guards and the prince enCoyed. Fer hand froje as she Inished wrapping her feet. 
Fopefullyz they wouldn’t be angry with her when they saw she used some of their red 
fabric.

xi“ing up her mana shard went ne“t8 she made a little pouch for it and a loop that went 
around her neck.

That sorted everything she could do with what she hadz so she returned what she hadn’t 
used and picked up a few of the available spears: the shorter ones more suited to throwing. 
They went into sheathes she’d worked into the side of her backpack.

That left her feeling as prepared as she’d be on short notice. 0he felt like there was at 
least a better chance the new arrivals wouldn’t react poorly at the sight of her. 0elf7dressed 
huntress in a cave woman outIt was better than a half7naked one wearing an oversijed 
sackz rightW

qeing left alone had its beneItsz but she 5uickly found that there was a maCor draw7
back8 she had no idea what she was supposed to be doing or where to go. Oack of 
communication with the Mushroohums meant she did not know if they even wanted 
her to meet the ranger and monks.
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Ehere the heck was 0kinnerz anywayW xollowing him around would probably lead 
to the best resultsz or at least put her near a potential ally. 0he was pretty sure that his 
intervention was what had kept relations cordial after the battle.

Ks soon as she had the thought to locate himz a strange surety Illed her that he was up 
in the ruins. Ehether that was her [Tracking] skill doing some kind of magicz her new 
weird [Darkwalker] senses doing somethingz or Cust some weird hunch? she did not 
know. Kctuallyz without going and checking it outz she had no idea it was accurate.

0o that was e“actly what she did. 0kipping the stone stairsz she Cumped up onto a roofz 
then climbed her way up the stone wall.

The freedom felt e“hilarating. xear didn’t even prick her: if she fellz she’d land safely. 
ertical movement perkz ac5uired.

Ehen she reached the topz one of the guards noticed her immediately and let out a 
stinky challenge ” laa J at her. Fe stomped and looked angryz but she Cust stood and 
stared. ‘ventually he resorted to pointing at her to follow himz which she obliged.

The royal chamber was much brighter than she remembered. The addition of seven 
humans and their light7sources tended to do that. K glowing orb Hoating in the ranger’s 
hand was doing its partz too.

The princez 0kinnerz and the humans seemed to be locked in a Ierce staring contestz 
with the orb acting as moderator. Mushroohums were busy moving baskets back and 
forth in some kind of choreographed game.

Fer escort led her into the chamber and then let out an informative ” laa.J that at7
tracted the Mushroohum’s attentionz even 'ing 0hroom who had been 5uietly napping.

The highly structured and orderly meeting of musical baskets stopped abruptlyz and a 
few things happened at once.

The 9anger drew his sword and pointed it at her: the metal shimmering with a blue 
sheen that enveloped his entire body.

The younger novice monks clustered up into a terriIed ball behind their two high7
er7ranked membersz one of them letting out a terrifying screech.

The prince gestured toward her emphatically while spewing shit smell everywhere.
Kll the 19oyal uard’ lowered their stupidly long pikes at every human in the 

roomNincluding her.
0kinner looked at her with a mushroom e“pression she could only call resigned. Ehen 

his mental voice sounded in her headNand she was sure it was him somehowNher Caw 
dropped.
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”The Fonored Sne’s timing is impeccable as everzJ Tre’gat’aru transmitted. The smell 
of irony was like citrus.

‘lania glanced at the 9anger and tried to give him a friendly smile. ”,t looks very 
intimidatingz but do you really want to IghtWJ

0he wasn’t sure what she did wrong as the monk novices seemed to somehow fold in 
closer to each other.

,ntroductions were oY to a great start



CHAPTER 31 – MEETINGS

N o one seemed interested in replying to her question, resulting in a staring contest 
between her and the ranger.

The standok ended quicMly when the vushroohum serfants began to drag bacM the 
basMets that had been okered to the party in trade ’or their supplies.

The humans had brought bacMpacMs ’ull o’ metal tools, much liMe the ones sheSd seen 
in the worMshop. Euddenly the presence o’ the more reWned metalworM clicMed together 
in jlaniaSs head. Khen she pushed [Identify] at the basMets, the vushroohums had been 
okering her eyes widened a little.

[Gloss-Moss Basket]
The ’act that the ranger and monMs had ceased hostility when EMinner had reclaimed 

them hinted at their falue to the group.
jlania slid around the guards to stand behind EMinner. That seemed to be the sa’est bet. 

The rangerSs eyes nefer le’t her, but the tension was mutual. Khen she stucM her tongue 
out at him, he ?inched, and she …ust barely Mept a giggle ’rom escaping. The smug looM 
was impossible to hide, though.

The prince glowered at her, but efen he had been silenced when Aing Ehroom had hit 
him with a sticM and indicated that EMinner was to speaM. Eomehow that made her worry 
about the stability o’ the vushroom Aingdom, but who was she to …udge how they ran 
thingsR Ehe wasI…ust an honored guestR

Os what she assumed was an intense telepathic bartering session continued, she eyed 
the glowing orb.

[All-Species Translation Orb]
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“reed licMed at her! she really wanted the thing. 0t would hafe solfed so many o’ her 
issues with the vushroohums.

The bacM and ’orth o’ basMets was amusing ’or a while, but it slowly wore on her 
patience. ”urtife glances were cast at her repeatedly by the monMs, who seemed content 
to let the ranger do the talMing ’or the party.

Things seemed to near resolution when the prince suddenly …umped up and pointed 
toward her and let out a hate’ul Y“laa—z with a terrible smell. The monMs cofered their 
’aces and ranger wrinMled his nose as he stared at her.

Ehe was glad her opinion on the vushroohum smells was unifersal.
The silent negotiations were broMen by the ranger. Yxou are …oMing. Ke arenSt taMing 

her—z
jlaniaSs ears perMed up. YTaMing me, whatRz
The man glared at her. The three primary vushroohums-Aing Ehroom, EMinner, 

and the prince-had their own discussion in the ’orm o’ a farying cloud o’ smells. 0t was 
enough that she stepped away, which caused the party to tense up.

TaMing the opportunity, she centered on the ranger. Y0’ you want to taMe me anywhere, 
0Sd liMe to Mnow where 0Sm going be’ore 0 agree.z

The rangerSs cold gaCe remained WDed on her. YKeSre not a babysitting serfice.z
jlania bristled at his dismissife tone. Y0 can taMe care o’ mysel’.z
jlania ’rowned, turning her attention to the vushroohums. Ehe tooM in the princeSs 

acrid odor and the sour scent o’ Aing Ehroom that seemed to indicate senilityIor decay. 
EMinner carried a distinct, finegarHsharp scent that was hard to place.

Lhanging her tone, she tried to be as neutral as possible.
Y0 donSt want to Wght,z she said, pulling the rangerSs attention bacM towards her. Y0 

helped them with the 'arMwalMers. 0 donSt really Mnow whatSs going on, and 0Sd really 
appreciate in’ormation rather than being glared at.z

The ranger grunted in response, but didnSt reply immediately. 3is gaCe was drawn 
brie?y towards where the vushroohums were okering another basMet o’ moss to the 
monMs, who were practically salifating ofer it. jfentually, he sighed and looMed bacM at 
jlania.

YThe elder hunter seems to thinM it would be help’ul to you since it thinMs we are the 
same race,z he eDplained grudgingly.

3er eyebrows shot up at that refelation. Kell, that made it clear why they were so 
hostile. They didnSt efen consider her human. Pesser 'emon jlania it was, she guessed.
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YOnd what does the little prince thinM about thatRz jlania asMed.
Y3eSd rather see you dead,z was all the ranger said be’ore turning his attention bacM 

towards EMinner and Aing Ehroom, leafing jlania with a sinMing ’eeling in her stomach. 
That was entirely too beliefable.

Ehe was surprised when he turned bacM toward her again with a ficious smile on his 
’ace. YPooMs liMe youSre coming with us.z

YThe orb lets you talM to them with telepathy. 0 want to talM to them.z jlania stated.
The ranger raised an eyebrow. Yxou canSt hafe it.z
Y0 donSt want the orb! 0 …ust want to talM to them ’or a minute.z jlania said.
Y4ay me a small gold, and 0Sll let you hafe your confersation,z he countered.
jlania gritted her teeth. Y0 donSt hafe any gold. xou let him say something to me 

earlier—z
The ranger grunted. YO costly mistaMe, 0 assure you. 0t costs durability ’or each message 

to be translated. 0Sm on a WDed budget.z
The vushroohum serfants delifered the last basMets on their side while taMing the 

okered tools and equipment bags. 0t seemed the negotiations were ofer, and sheSd been 
included in them without being consulted.

The martial monM cleared his throat. Y'id you really Mill the 'emon 'arMwalMerRz
jlania glanced at him. Yxes,z she replied conWdently.
0t seemed [Universal Speech] was lifing up to its name. 0t ’elt liMe they were confersH

ing in jnglish, anyway.
The monM seemed taMen abacM by her answer, but the ranger …ust continued to monitor 

her as the nofices collected the “lowHvoss JasMets.
YKhere are you going a’ter leafingRz jlania blurted out.
The ranger actually answered her. YKeSll be setting up camp ’or the night, then leafing 

’or Ne’tasu in the morning.z
YKhat sort o’ place is thatRz jlania asMed.
YThe largest city youSll Wnd in the region,z the martial monM answered.
Ehe had so many questions to asM! it was hard to restrain hersel’.
Yvy name is jlania 9eyes,z she introduced hersel’. Khen a response wasnSt okered, 

her brow ’urrowed. This was going to be harder than she thought.
Y'o you hafe names or are you …ust 5rangerS and 5monMS or somethingRz jlania asMed 

pointedly.
The ranger glared at her be’ore answering. Yvarcus.z
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Y oren,z the martial monM answered.
That got him a glare ’rom the spiritual one, but then the man seemed to sigh and gife 

up. YTaniel,z he okered.
YxouSre a new one, arenSt youRz oren asMed.
jlania ’elt con’usion. YO new whatRz
Y'emon. O new demon,z varcus answered.
9ight. Ehe deWnitely was that. Ehe wasnSt sure how much in’ormation she wanted 

to share, and something about varcus set her on edge to be care’ul. Pying about her 
eDperiences wasnSt going to help with any trust issues, though. 

0’ she Mnew what was sa’e to share and what wasnSt, that would hafe been eDcellent 
in’ormation. Os it was, she doubted she had enough eDperience and Mnowledge to maMe 
up anything confincing, anyway.

Yxeah. PiMe one or two weeMs,z jlania admitted.
varcus nodded. Y0Sm surprised you were able to gain a new ’orm so quicMly.z
Ehe ’rowned, although she supposed the story o’ her Wght with the 'emon 'arMwalMer 

was probably one o’ the Wrst things the vushroohums and told them about her. Ehe 
wasnSt sure why he was bringing it up Wrst thing, though.

jlania let out a sigh. Y0Sll go with you ’or now. 0 donSt want to oferstay my welcome 
here. O city sounds liMe a place to go, but 0 hafe a lot o’ questions about things.z

That drew the opposite o’ happy looMs ’rom the monMs, but varcus nodded. Y0 bet 
you do.z

Ehe glanced at the prince, who seemed to hafe a smug eDpression. O sudden …olt o’ 
annoyance ran through her. Yvarcus, 0 Mnow you said no translations, but could you 
please tell the prince i’ he lets out another shit smell, 0Sm going to punch enough holes 
into him to gife him a hundred mushroom babiesRz

3e stared at her and blinMed. The monMs looMed horriWed.
”inally, he laughed and pointed the translation orb at the prince.
Ehe didnSt get to hear anything, but the way the prince …olted, then turned and ran out 

o’ the room, was enough to maMe her ’eel better. EMinner gafe her a stern looM.
YEorry. 3eSs a pricM,z jlania okered sheepishly.
YThat one is ’or sure.z varcus agreed. The group had Wnished collecting their goods 

and begun to leafe.
jlania turned toward EMinner. O deep well o’ thanMs to him ’or the ’ew small, but 

notable efents between them lead to an impulsife hug. YThanM you ’or helping me.z
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3e didnSt really react, but he didnSt push her away either. Y“laa.z
The earthy smell she liMed to thinM was something liMe respect, or maybe efen potential 

’riendship. Ehe wasnSt sure sheSd efer get a chance to return, but she hoped that heSd be 
oMay with Aing Ehroom being so old and the belligerent prince in the bacMground.

O’ter a Wnal ’arewell, she turned and hurried a’ter the others be’ore they le’t her 
behind.

jfen i’ they didnSt liMe her, she was determined to get some answers.



CHAPTER 32 – QUESTIONS AND 
ANSWERS

E lania followed behind Marcus and the monks far enough that she was able to study 
all of them. An itch scratched at her senses, giving her the feeling that somehow they 

were still monitoring her, despite appearing not to look at her at all. Heck, they probably 
were, with some skill or spell or something she had no idea existed.

The stone stairs down to the village proper were lined with Mushroohums resting or 
watching the procession of humans and their large basket backpacks full of [Glow-Moss] 
descend.

As she studied the ranger’s back, she felt a hollow feeling. Shouldn’t she have felt some 
type of relief at qnding other humans that could possibly answer her ?uestions… A little 
voice of doubt qlled her as she continued to follow along.

The memory of the paladin trying to kill her was still fresh in her mindJ and the qrst 
reaction from the monk party had been in the same vein. The look in the novice’s eyes 
had been real fear. Marcus, Taniel, and Woren had all shown varying forms of hostility at 
qrst, as well.

The high level of the ranger made her worry, but one thing she had learned so far was 
that levels weren’t everything. She wasn’t even sure they did much at all.

Dhen they reached the cavern Ooor, one of the novices tripped and fell face qrst onto 
the stone. The lid to his basket broke open and the glowing moss scattered across the 
ground. Woren laid into the younger man with a vicious tongue lashing as they collected 
the spilled, seemingly precious, moss.

They sure were going through a lot of trouble to get the stuN. The tunnels near the 
cultist dungeon had been full of itJ at least until she’d incinerated it all. Dhy, then, was 
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it so valuable… 7ertainly she hadn’t nuked all the glow moss in the entire worldJit wasn’t 
that rare, right…

Cne of the larger Mushroohum buildings was opened up for them, baskets of blankets 
were made available as well as some supplies. A fresh brace of gutted Elnats was tied 
together on a line outside the building, hinting at the evening meal. Elania felt a bit of 
surprise at Pust how much the Mushroohums were helping the group.

They hadn’t oNered her an [Elnat] to cook, and she felt slightly betrayed. As the monks 
entered the building, Marcus stopped and turned towards her.

GSo, ”ittle 'emon, how did you end up out here… Some poor group accidentally 
summon you… Iull yourself out of some primordial soup… —roup of unlucky cavers run 
into you and get turned into snacks…; His barrage of ?uestions caught her oN guard.

Gz was summoned. Cn purpose, though,; she admitted, keeping her tone neutral 
despite the sting of his words. She wasn’t sure how much to share Pust yet-about the 
cultists or the paladin who had tried to kill her on arrival. She pulled her red shoulder 
shawl closed a bit tighterY she deqnitely didn’t want to share anything about her mana 
shard.

Her admission seemed to amuse Marcus as he leaned back against the building’s wall 
and let out a low chuckle. GAh, yes. A group of incompetents dealing with something well 
beyond them.; His gaUe was piercing as he continued, GIrobably didn’t even realiUe that 
a newly summoned demoness’ favorite snack is essenceRbrimming sapients.;

Elania’s brows furrowed in confusion. GDhat…;
He raised an eyebrow. GThat’s how you got that form. Ate enough humans to evolve 

into one. 2ormally that doesn’t happen so early on in a 'emon’s career though, so you’re 
a bit of an oddball. Cther than the ones raised speciqcally for that purpose, of course.;

Elania felt a shiver go down her spine. Ieople purposefully summonedJmonster 
demons and fed them people to turn them into sapient demons… Dhy… The world was 
turning much darker than she had imagined with every sentence. Maybe going to the city 
was not the best idea after all.

G9ou’ll want to be careful around the monks,; he warned casually, gesturing toward 
the entryway. GTheir 7onclave doesn’t have much love for demons-its one of their 
mandates to hunt down and deal with them. Especially unbound ones that have slipped 
their contract.;

G8nbound… Dhat’s that mean…; Elania asked before adding defensively, GAnd how do 
you know z don’t already have a contract…;
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A smug smile spread across his face at the ?uestion, as if he had been waiting for it all 
along. zt made her feel distinctly uncomfortable, as if she had Pust walked into some sort 
of trap.

GAs a fresh oN the circle demoness,; he began in a patroniUing tone, G9ou’ll probably 
not have any experience with contracts yetJ9our eyes are redY you aren’t under contract 
at the moment. zf you were, they’d shine blue.;

He paused, his grin widening as he saw the confusion Oicker in her eyes. GCne thing a 
demon can’t do is hide their eyes. Dindows to the soul and all that if you’d like.;

Elania felt a sickening sense of dread settle within her. [Identify] and now her eye 
color-it didn’t seem like it would be very easy to hide her designation. 1eing a demon 
came with far too many tells for her liking.

GThere’s no way to hide it… 2o way to fool zdentify…; Elania asked.
G2o skill, anyway. Mayhap a magic trinket or artiqce out there, but z’ve never heard of 

anything speciqc,; he replied.
1efore she could ask anything else, a call echoed from inside. GMarcusF;
He shot her a qnal calculating glance before excusing himself and Poining his companR

ions inside.
‘enturing inside after him, she found the space similar to the workshop she had been 

in earlier, albeit on a smaller scale. The open interior left little room for privacy, but it did 
allow her to take in everything at once.

Supplies and goods had been stacked against one wall, and baskets qlled with the 
[Glow-Moss] lined another. The light didn’t really escape much, but there were tiny 
holes that made them glitter an ethereal green, which cast itself on the entire interior. 
That light was mostly drowned out by the glowing torches the monks had, but it was still 
noticeable.

The novices were occupied in setting up bedrolls, their movements coordinated and 
eKcient. Meanwhile, Taniel knelt by what looked to be a qre pit in the center of the room, 
attempting to ignite some kindling with a Oint and steel.

GHeyF zsn’t that dangerous…; Elania blurted out suddenly, her eyes darting between 
Taniel’s sparks and the glowRmoss baskets with growing alarm. Memories of the wildqre 
incident resurfaced unbiddenY she wasn’t eager for a repeat encounter.

Taniel faltered midRstrike, looking up at her in confusion as his promising Oame sputR
tered out. GDhat are you on about…; He growled at her defensively.
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The monks paused in their tasks momentarily, sharing a confused look between themR
selves.

Elania pointed at the glowRmoss baskets, feeling a rush of anxiety as all eyes turned to 
her. GAren’t those really Oammable… zs it really safe to have a qre in here with them…;

Taniel resumed his task without responding, his Paw clenched in apparent annoyance.
Woren seemed more understanding and was ?uick to ease her worries. GThe —lowRMoss 

is only reactive to mana,; he explained calmly. GBegular Oame won’t set it oN.;
GCh.; The realiUation brought relief Oooding through ElaniaY having a campqre withR

out worrying about causing another inferno was indeed reassuring.
Cnce the qre had begun to burn, Marcus arrived with a pack, removing what she could 

only call the company’s mess kit. Iots and pans mixed with bowls, plates, and utensils 
were sorted out onto a stone table. A few novices arrived with armfuls of potatoes, while 
another fetched the Elnats.

Elania’s stomach suddenly grumbled embarrassingly, drawing glances at her. zt was 
impossible to control the qre reaching her cheeks.

G1etter she eats the dinner than one of us,; Woren Poked, drawing a dark glare from 
Taniel and causing the novices to Oinch in horror. Marcus only chuckled.

Elania nodded. Gz haven’t had a chance to eat much food. z’d appreciate sharing a meal 
with you all.;

GSure,; Taniel grumbled.
Dhile the monks worked on cooking, Elania found a spot against the wall near the 

entrance and watched their eNorts play out. Marcus sat at the table and undid his sword 
belt, which carried the longsword that seemed to have some type of magical eNect, plus a 
long straight dagger. Her gaUe Oickered between the cooking and the weapons while the 
ranger went about polishing them.

After a few minutes, Woren looked over at her, G7ome sit down. 9ou’re making me 
nervous.;

Elania shook her head. Gz’m qne standing, thanks. How far is it to 2eftasu…;
Woren shrugged. GAbout a week’s travel, depending on the [Razorscale] migration. zt 

isn’t the best time to be traveling through the area.;
Her time since being summoned was haUyY a week represented what she felt might be 

half as long as she’d been on Eladu so far. zt was a considerable distance, considering that 
she had spent most of her exploration time going in loops and circles to explore the local 
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area around the Mushroohum village. A week traveling in a straight line meant 2eftasu 
was very far awayJand she was unlikely to qnd it on her own.

GA week. Alright. How do you tell what time it is, anyway…; Elania asked. They had 
mentioned it was evening, but in the Mushroohum cavern, the moss didn’t Oip oN and 
on like it had in the wilder areas.

GWust look at your system screen,; one of the novices interPected.
Elania blinked. Gz don’t see anything like time on there.;
GShe doesn’t have a system clock, unless she linked herself to a binding stone,; Woren 

corrected.
GCh. Bight, sorry.; The novice oNered a sheepish apology before Taniel pulled him 

away to work on the food preparation. That seemed more calculated to keep the young 
man away from her than because of any real need for help skewering the Elnats.

GDhat’s a binding stone… 'on’t tell me that if you die, you resurrect at one…; Elania 
asked hopefully.

Marcus let out a chuckle. G un idea, but no. zt’s an artiqce that provides certain 
functions to those who live in the area. 7lock, maps, the ability to call the guards, among 
other things. 9ou’ll qnd a few in 2eftasu.;

GAnd the city ones reach out there… Dhat does using them cost…; Elania asked.
G1inding to one costs nothing. They are provided by the city. Cnce connected, the 

binding doesn’t break for several hundred kilometers. zt’s how the —uard utiliUes long 
range communication outside the city,; Marcus answered.

This was getting complicated. or starters, she doubted that with all those things the 
binding stone did, it would be free. zf it didn’t cost coin, then the people bound to 
it probably were the product of whoever operated them. Modern earth certainly had 
prepared her to be skeptical of free products.

Taniel qxed her with a glare. GDhy are you bothering to answer her stupid ?uestions… 
Wust oNer her a contract before she decides supper isn’t enough and eats one of us while 
we aren’t paying attention.;

Elania bristled. She did not like his suggestion or where it led. Gz don’t plan on making 
any contracts until z understand everything more,; she paused midRway to qx Taniel with 
a frown and stare of her own, which was apparently enough to make him look away. GAnd 
z’m not going to eat anyone for a snack. The only thing z’ve absorbed are Balfots and 
'arkwalkers.;
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His glare snapped back onto her. GSo, you’ve forgotten the people you devoured on 
arrival already, or you’re lying. Woren, don’t entertain this thing, it isn’t safe.;

Gz didn’t devour anyone on arrival,; Elania stated clearly. There was obviously a grave 
misunderstanding, and she wanted to correct it. GThere were only humans where z come 
from. z was a college student getting ready for an exam when some cultists called the 1lack 
7andle, yanked me here. Then some holy knight paladin guy tried to murder everyone 
while they were trying to foist some kind of contract on my head.;

Her eyes Oickered between each person, hoping for some type of recognition on the 
name 1lack 7andle’ but there was nothing. Dell, no recognition. There was plenty of 
distrust.

Gz get that you don’t trust me, but z have positive arma, shouldn’t that count for 
something…; Elania asked.

Marcus burst out laughing. G—irlie, if you think [Karma] is a yardstick you can use for 
trust, yer daft.;

Elania’s eyes narrowed, and she glared at him. GDell, z don’t know how it works. z have 
a lot of good [Karma]. Dhy doesn’t it count…;

Woren frowned. GDhen you kill someone with negative [Karma] you’ll receive half of 
it as positive. The reverse if you kill someone with positive [Karma]. illing someone 
with Uero will give you negative one point. zt’s not a useful measurement, because people 
abuse the system.;

Elania frowned. Gz didn’t kill anyone. z had a positive balance on arrival.;
G1ringing her along is a bad idea. There’s no way we can trust her,; Taniel complained. 

GWoren, you should get rid of her.;
Dhat had made him hate her so much that he would suggest killing her… Woren actually 

looked uncomfortable at the thought, at least. The novices were less readable, focusing on 
stirring the inRprogress stew while rotating the skewered Elnats that were roasting on the 
Oame.

Marcus coughed. G9our story doesn’t add up, —irlie. 9ou should work on it a bit, 
because the things you’re saying don’t Pibe with how things actually work.;

Elania crossed her arms and felt glad she was near the exit. GThat’s unfortunate, because 
z’m not lying. That’s what actually happened to me.;

Dell, this wasn’t going great. There was a long, awkward silence that settled until the 
ranger qnally broke it.



EBzCS!“!j3j

GDhy don’t you show us your [Status] screen,; Marcus asked. G9ou said you were a 
student, so you must know writing and magic things then.;

Her eyes Oickered to his. G9ou can do that…;
Gzt isn’t normally done. A person’s status is very personal,; Woren added.
Marcus gave him an annoyed, sharp look.
G9ou think it would help prove that z didn’t eat people somehow…; Elania asked.
GDell, you said you were a student, so you must have some skills of the learned, such 

as writing and the like.; Marcus said.
Gz do have [Universal Speech], [Reading], and [Writing],; Elania admitted. A 

frown creased her face, though, and then she qxed Marcus with a stony glare. GDhen z 
absorbed 'arkwalkers and Balfots, my [Stealth] and [Crisis Management] both went 
up. How does what skills z have on my [Status] prove anything… According to you, z 
absorbed people, so no matter what skills z have, you could Pust claim z took them like 
that.;

Marcus grunted, pulled out a Oask of some drink, and took a sip.
The nonRanswer seemed to tell all. G9ou Pust wanted to snoop.;
Gzt’d be good to know what we are dealing with,; Marcus answered.
Elania shook her head. G9ou haven’t convinced me it’s in my best interests to Pust hand 

over my [Status] like that. Trust is supposed to be mutual, and with Taniel sitting there 
staring daggers at me, z feel like there’s halfRaRchance you lot will try to stab me in the back 
if it seems convenient.;

Ch. 2ow she’d done it. Stating thing like that in the open probably wasn’t veryJ 
subtle. She ?uickly changed tack. GHow do z get home… z don’t want to stay on Eladu.;

G'ie,; Taniel spat at her.
The urge to punch the hostility oN the monk’s face was ?uickly heating up. Except that 

was probably what he wantedY a qght where it would be her against all of them at once.
Woren winced and ?uickly added to that bit. Gzt’s said that when demons dissolve, they 

go back to where they spawned from.;
GThat seems like a very permanent solution with very little evidence backing it up,; 

Elania said.
Marcus grunted. GThere isn’t much known about sending demons back because all of 

them end up either like the beast you fought or bound by a contract to someone.;
He launched into a more thorough explanation. GDild demons evolve into a demon 

form of whatever they devour. Summoned ones evolve into whatever their masters feed 
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themY and it’s not hard to form a contract with a summoned demon. Most are ?uite 
trusting and easily tricked into accepting anything as long as they receive enough essence 
stipend to meet their maintenance costs.;

Essence maintenance… Das that [Power] or something else… She knew her [Power] 
dropped constantly, even when all her skills were deactivated, so that was the only mainR
tenance cost she knew she had.

GSoJpeople summon demons and turn them into slaves with a contract. Then they 
turn them into whatever demon type they want by feeding them that… They feed 
themJhumans, and that’s Pust accepted…; Elania asked.

G2o, it’s not Pust accepted. 9our kind are an abomination. zt’s a tragedy that you were 
allowed to occur,; Taniel said.

Gzt’s more tolerated than arma markets. Those only exist in the west. 1ut 'emon 
markets are everywhere, including 2eftasu,; Marcus added.

Ahh, this was wonderful. Her race was generally regarded as useful slaves, or as danR
gerous monsters. As a human, she was branded as having devoured a bunch of humans 
to achieve her form.

rom what she had picked up from the monks, their feelings ranged from terror at 
her existence to the pure hatred that Taniel seemed to exhibit. Marcus was looking for 
something selfRserving. ”ike a contract that beneqted him somehow, considering the tack 
of the conversation.

The only one who seemed nice was Woren, but one out of seven wasn’t a very good 
starting benchmark for how people would react.

Marcus oNered her a smile that made her feel hunted. G'on’t worry, ”ittle 'emon, 
contracts aren’t always oneRsided. 9ou already have a huge advantage in that you’re already 
sapient and can choose what you accept or not.;

GStew’s ready,; Woren informed them.
Somehow, she had lost half her desire to eat anything.



CHAPTER 33 – MANZITORE

T he stew wasn’t bad, but the unfortunate reality that she wanted the raw meat hit 
her after the .rst biteI gt wasn’t bad, althouch it did lakp the salt and sEikes she was 

used toI vjeryone else toop sejeral bowls of the stuR, but she was done after “ust oneI
Ooasted vlnat was far more Ealatable, and she toop one for herselfI
?”nly lipe meat, ehM- Darkus kommentedI
vjeryone Eaused and eyed her warily, forkinc her to kommentI ?g thinp it’s a sideWeRekt 

of absorbinc so many Jarpwalpers durinc the battle with the demon that attakped the 
jillaceI-

vjeryone went bakp to eatinc, but the statement didn’t seem to helE the monps’ 
wariness of herI Fhen xoren handed her a kuE of some tyEe of sweetWsmellinc drinp, she 
eyed it warilyI ?Fhat’s thisM-

?Aru“uikeI This is the last of it we had so en“oyI gt is water from here on out,- Darkus 
saidI

xoren Eoured some for ejeryone in the crouE from the same kontainer, so she toop a 
siEI gt was sweet and reminded her of some tyEe of berry miHI gt was jery smooth, too, 
with no EulE, so it de.nitely reminded her of somethinc you’d cet from the crokery storeI

S smile craked her liEsI ?gt’s sweetI-
Taniel caje her a dirty loopI ?xust bekause you kan stomakh somethinc other than raw 

meat means nothincI-
vlania blinped, then looped at xorenI qad dinner been some tyEe of testM To see if 

she wasn’t an oblicate karnijore or somethincM qer huncer and en“oyment of the meat 
ejaEoratedI Nhe set her meal aside found a Elake to sit a safe distanke awayI The nojikes 
khattered 'uietly to themseljes in the bakpcroundI



JvD”C2N SN1vCT 5Y‘

?Gou said there was a ;Jemon Darpet’ in CeftasuI g’m not coinc to end uE a slaje or 
somethinc if g co there with you, am gM- vlania asped EointedlyI

Taniel, xoren, and Darkus all shared a loop before xoren answeredI ?gt’s not lipely, but 
if you don’t haje a kontrakt, you won’t be well rekeijedI The …uard doesn’t tape pindly 
to unbound demons in the kityz it usually only haEEens when someone’s kontraktor dies 
suddenly and then the demon coes berserp pillinc EeoEleI-

That didn’t mape her haEEy, and! was it ejen trueM Fas this “ust them tryinc to 
enkourace her to sicn a kontraktM

qer eyes Likpered to DarkusI ?Gou said the 1onklaje sEekiali:es in pillinc rocue 
demonsM-

Taniel kouchedI ?The 1onklaje has a brankh dedikated to that EurEoseI xoren is well 
on his way to bekominc a member, he “ust needs to hone his [Holy] spills more and raise 
his [Karma]I-

vlania raised an eyebrowI ?Jidn’t you say [Karma] was useless for tellinc who was 
cood or notM-

?Nome spills still rely on itI qoly macik and the lipe re'uire Eositije, while some more 
cruesome nekromanky abilities re'uire necatije,- Darkus eHElainedI

”h, that was “ust creatI Nhe’d be a Erime tarcet for some nekromanker or bad Eerson 
wantinc to maH out their necatije parma thenI NpiE the crind, “ust munkh on one Eoor 
vlaniaI

?g’m sure the meal didn’t Erojide mukh sustenanke, so how about we sicn a kontrakt 
for our triE to the kityM- Darkus asped with a sudden interestI

vlania eyed him, then stood uEI ?Norry, but g’m afraid our konjersation hasn’t really 
insEired the createst trust of all of youI-

Taniel sEuttered and nearly sEit out his souEI ?Fhat9 Gou dare imEly we are the 
untrustworthy ones hereM- he hissedI

Nhe spewered him with a clareI ?g’m coinc to cije you the bene.t of the doubt 
that you’re “ust karryinc some pind of trauma or somethinc and not “ust some fukpinc 
rakist!sEekiesist bastardI-

Taniel’s “aw droEEedI
Tapinc a deeE breath, she kontinuedI ?0et me sEell it out for you6 you’je been aktijely 

homikidal to meI Darkus has been loopinc for some way to eHEloit the konjersation to cet 
a kontrakt and bene.t somehowI xoren has been the only one Eolite to me today, while the 
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little monps Eiss their Eants whenejer g loop at themI Fhy the fukp would g trust the lot 
of youM-

xoren looped unkomfortable and ate his souEI Darkus khukpled unashamedlyI
vlania turned to leajeI
?”y, where are you coincM- Taniel demandedI
Nhe looped ojer her shoulder at themI ?g’m de.nitely not stayinc here tonichtI g’ll co 

.nd somewhere g feel komfortableI-
Darkus .Hed her with a stareI ?The Dushrooms Eaid us to tape you out of hereI Jon’t 

mape us kome searkh for you in the morninc, …irlieI-
The Dushroohum kajern felt mukh less oEEressije onke she was outside the buildincI 

Nhe didn’t really haje a set destination, but somewhere faraway from the crouE was 
EreferableI qer nerjes felt shot, and she jibrated with frustration as she headed toward 
the vlnat and Oalfot kajesI

The 8one Jemon ruin was still thereI The animals caje her a nerjously wide berth, 
and she sEotted a few Dushroohum cuards that were hiddenI Cone of them aEEroakhed 
her, whikh was nikeI Nhe didn’t feel lipe dealinc with any more EeoEle todayI

xumEinc uE to the sekond Loor of the ruin was trijial for her nowI —erkhinc on the 
edce allowed her to obserje the area from hich uE, and she watkhed the animals co about 
doinc their thincI gt was oddly EeakefulI

Fhen she’d .nally kalmed down a bit, she Eulled out some of the eHtra fabrik she’d peEt 
in her Eakp and laid it on the stoneI Faddinc the end into a ball made for a semiWdekent 
EillowI gt was the de.nition of rouchinc itI

qer dreams were easy and kalmI Fhen vlania wope, the imEression of beinc la:ily 
Eerkhed on somethinc hich oR the cround was all that remainedI

Nhe shojed her mapeshift bedroll into her Eakpz the …lowWDoss in the animal kaje had 
started to clow slichtly brichter, marpinc the start of the mornincI The oEEortunity to 
run out into the wilds kalled to herI gt was Eossibly safer, as ironik as that feltI There was 
no tellinc what kreatures or monsters she’d .nd and end uE hajinc to .chtI

gf she did that, thouch, she wouldn’t cet answers to her 'uestionsI
Snd! and it would be a solitary eHistenkeI Nhe’d be lonelyI
The Earty of monps and rancer wasn’t her .rst khoike for adjenturinc komEanions, but 

at least they had oRered answers to some 'uestionsI Fhikh had led to more 'uestions! 
…rindinc out her spill ranps and akkumulatinc more Eower would mape her stroncer, but 
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she had no idea if she’d ejer .nd the kity if she didn’t tape the oEEortunity to learn where 
it wasI

—ikpinc her way down from the ruins, she found the route that the Earty would tape 
on the way outI

There was a nike ojerhanc Eerkh that would hide her from jiewI The wait was loncer 
than eHEekted, and she almost nodded oR for more sleeE when she heard them aEEroakhW
incI

?Fe’ll haje to hunt it down and pill it before we coI Fe kan’t “ust leaje it to Erey on 
the Dushroohums,- Taniel saidI

?Fell, that’s still to be seen,- Darkus reEliedI ?8esides, our mission is to cet the 
[Glow-Moss] to the 1onklaje, not hunt demonsI-

?Nhe didn’t show uEI Fhat other Eroof do you need that she ran awayM- Taniel hissedI
?Jid you ejen listen to anythinc g said, DonpM- Darkus asped, annoyanke klear in his 

joikeI ?g thinp the …irlie was richt, you’re wearinc your hate on your sleejeI-
?Nhe didn’t seem hostile,- xoren saidI
vlania didn’t haje a jiew of them, but somehow, she was able to jisuali:e Taniel cijinc 

the other monp a heated loop inside her headI
Fhen the Earty Eassed into the animal kajern, she “umEed down from her Eerkh and 

landed in the middle of the crouEI
The nojikes skreekhed and fell on their assesI Darkus whiEEed around to cije her a darp 

clareI xoren and Taniel both whirled on her, fallinc into some pind of martial arts stankeI
?Dorninc,- vlania oRered kasuallyI
?Tryinc to start a .chtM- Darkus mutteredI
vlania shrucced, ?xust droEEinc in to “oin lipe orderedI- Nhe didn’t mention that she’d 

“ust wanted to test her [Stealth] spill on themI SEEarently, it worped Eretty well, at least 
if she was out of sicht and konkealedI

There was a tense silenke as she peEt Eake behind Darkus, with Taniel and xoren leadinc 
the monps behind herI That was Erobably bekause they wanted to monitor her as they 
trajeledI That suited her “ust .ne, thouch, sinke it caje her akkess to Darkus and xorenI 
Nhe had a lot of 'uestionsI

?gf readinc isn’t a kommon spill, how do EeoEle use their [System] stuRM- vlania aspedI
?vjeryone has their own way of interEretinc itI gf they kan’t read, they micht hear a 

joike, or see somethinc else that mapes sense to them,- xoren eHElainedI
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Fell, that eHElained why she saw the messaces as some sort of came holocramI ?Fhen 
you wanted me to share my [Status]!-

?Fe would haje eakh seen somethinc diRerent, but understandableI Gou interested in 
sharinc nowM- Darkus aspedI

Nhe skoRed and shoop her headI ?qardlyI gs readinc a rare spillM-
They kame to a stoE at an intersektionI Darkus looped at both Eaths, then Eikped the 

one on the richt before shapinc his headI ?Cot rare, but unkommonI g kan read, but the 
monps here kannotI-

vlania looped bakp at xorenI ?No you hear joikes in your headM-
xoren frownedI ?g see macikal stonesI Taniel has a talpinc headI-
The other monp shot xoren a heated clankeI vlania suEEressed a ciccle as she Eiktured a 

buddha head yellinc at the Eermanently ancry monpI Co wonder he was so akidikI Nhe’d 
clare at ejerythinc too if there was a talpinc head Loatinc around her all the timeI Nhe 
manaced an uninterested ;hmmm’ as she followed DarkusI

xoren kleared his throatI ?g haje a 'uestion for you myselfI-
vlania smiled and almost triEEed on a rokpI Darkus looped bakp and frowned at her, 

but she kould only oRer an aEolocetik wajeI
Nhe looped bakp at xorenI ?NureI Gou’je answered a lot of mineI Ssp awayM-
?Fhat’s the demon world lipeM- he aspedI
The 'uestion kaucht her oR cuardI ?vhM-
xoren frowned at herI ?Gour worldI Fhere you kome fromI Fhat’s it lipeM-
Fhere did someone ejen becin with eHElaininc modern earthM
Fith a thouchtful loop, vlania turned her ca:e to the kajern keilinc, imacininc that far 

aboje there was a spyI Nhe hadn’t really thoucht about how to eHElain her world before, 
but she dekided she would cije it her best shotI

?Dy world!it’s Erobably similar to your ;”jerworld,- she becanI ?Fe don’t lije 
undercroundI ”ur kities are jast and sErawlinc, reakhinc uE towards the klouds with 
towerinc struktures of class and metalI-

?Fe don’t haje a [System] or anythinc lipe that,- she kontinuedI That seemed to 
surErise ejen Darkus, who looped bakp at her Eointedly before turninc his attention bakp 
to their EathI

?Co lejels or spillsI xust whatejer you pnow how to do, pinda thincI- vlania eHEanded 
on the thouchtI

?Dust be hard to peeE trakp of what you kan do,- xoren kommentedI
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Nhe let out a lauchI ?Geah, it’s a bit more fu::y for sureI Jo spills lose ranps here if you 
don’t Eraktike themM-

xoren looped horri.edI ?…ods no, how would anyone peeE all their ranps uE if that 
were trueM-

?g seeI- vlania Eaused for a moment as she tried to thinp of how to konjey some of the 
kontrasts she’d learned about so farI ?”n one hand, we’je eliminated many in“ustikes that 
Elacue other sokietiesI Nlajery doesn’t eHist, and ejeryone has richts recardless of their rake 
or cenderI-

”pay, maybe she was clossinc ojer the kolossal battle for those thincs, but she liped 
to thinp that there weren’t any slaje marpets bakp homeI S sudden waje of necatijeness 
started to Eress at her as she thoucht about all the bad thincsz TiEEinc kulture kame to 
mind richt awayI

Nwallowinc, she kontinuedI ?8ut it’s not Eerfekt,- she addedI ?—ojerty still eHistsI 
1orruEtion is still an issue in most ElakesI JiRerent nations still war with eakh other ojer 
resourkes and ideolociesI-

Nhe looped bakp at xoren and tried to oRer a small smileI ?8ut desEite its Laws, g 
was haEEyI Fhere g’m from, it was mostly EeakefulI Fell, a krowded, enercetik, pind of 
EeakefulI g crew uE in a kityI-

?Nounds lipe a nike Elake,- xoren murmuredI ?g kan see why you’d be interested in coinc 
bakpI-

Nhe wasn’t sure how well she’d done with her eHElanation, but cuessed that it was cood 
enouchI ?vjery Elake has its Eros and konsI-

Ss they kontinued, she dekided to fokus on more Eositije thincs that she liped the 
hustle and bustle of kity life, the taste of cood koRee in the morninc, and ejen “ust 
louncinc around watkhinc jideos or Elayinc jideo camesI

vHElaininc what a tj or komEuter was turned out to be komElikatedI
Taniel .Hed her with a loopI ?Gou either haje an inkredible imacination, or you’re really 

an oddballI Jemons don’t really remember anythinc of their old world by the time they 
bekome saEientsI-

vlania’s eye twitkhedI ?qow do you pnowM Jo you deal a lot with demonsM-
S frown kreased Taniel’s fakeI ?Dost demons remember nothinc of their old world by 

the time they bekome saEientsI No, it isn’t kommon to be able to aspI-
?The 1onklaje is a holy order that Erotekts the kity from the worst the nderworld 

oRersI The …uard handle the more mundane threats and Eolikinc the kity, while the 
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1onklaje fokuses on dealinc with the most Eowerful rocue demons or monsters,- xoren 
eHElainedI

?Oocue JemonM- vlania aspedI
?gf a demon somehow cets out of its 1ontrakt, they usually co on a ramEace until dealt 

with,- Taniel said bitterlyI
Nhe didn’t feel the need to eHEress that maybe those demons Erobably had built uE 

resentment for how they were treated and enslajedM gf she was trikped into a kontrakt 
before bekominc saEient, and left at the merky of whoejer had done that!

Geah, she wouldn’t be haEEy, eitherI
?Jon’t forcet that, JemonI Gou will be watkhedI There isn’t anyone who won’t 

assokiate those red eyes of yours with karnace,- Taniel saidI
Nhe eyed him warilyI ?g’ll peeE it in mindI-
Daybe coinc all the way to the kity wasn’t the best ideaI Ntill, she wanted to at least 

lokate itI The kajerns were a konfusinc ma:e, but with her [Darkwalker] a nity beinc 
so hich, and a natural ability to mentally maE their Eath, she felt kon.dent that she’d be 
able to .nd her way aroundI

The Low of the konjersation died, and she and the monps fokused on their feet and 
followinc Darkus as the terrain bekame more rouchI Dukh as she eHEekted, the rancer 
peEt them on a straicht line trakp, with no bakptrakpinc or looEincI qe de.nitely had a 
solid Eikture of where they were coinc, and they were Eassinc throuch diRerent biomes 
at a raEid kliEI

The konjersation had distrakted her so mukh she reali:ed they were near the edce of 
where she’d eHElored on her ownI gt wasn’t ejen that far to where she’d ambushed the 
Oalfot herdI JesEite the heajy Eake Darkus set, she didn’t really feel tiredI Deanwhile, it 
bekame objious the nojike monps were startinc to be a little windedI

qer [Power] remained fully toEEed oR, neither tikpinc uEward nor downwardI Nhe’d 
wraEEed the mana krystal in multiEle layers of fabrik, and the rate she was draininc it 
almost Eerfektly matkhed her natural eHEenditure from mojinc and peeEinc her [Dark-
vision] aktijeI

Nhe still needed to eHEeriment and see if she kould re.ll the mana shard, but that was 
somethinc she would haje to .nd some ;alone’ time to doI JisElayinc the shard to the 
Earty was out of the 'uestionI There were also the rami.kations of her! transformation 
abilityI Nhe had learned nothinc about it yet, other than it rejersed when she ran out of 
[Power]I
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Sspinc about it seemed unwise, and she didn’t really want another akidik oEinion from 
Taniel, so she peEt 'uietI

St the threshold to a new kajern, Darkus raised his hand and broucht them all to a 
sudden haltI vjeryone went on alert, and she Eeered into the cray shades of the new kajernI 
Co clowWmoss oRered its ambient licht, and there was jery little biolumineskent funcusI 
Slmost all the licht ajailable kame from the monps and Darkus’ clow torkhI

The rancer turned on them and Eointed toward the wallI ?Alatten yourseljes9-
The order was adamant enouch that ejeryone obeyed immediatelyI gn the distanke, 

she Eikped uE a sound6 qoojesI qer ears twitkhed as the stamEede Eikped uE jolumeI gt 
seemed lipe thousands of hoojes were aEEroakhinc, and the roar of Oalfots lettinc out 
ancry ;Doobaaa9’ .lled the airI

They kame into sichtz the herd was massijeI St least a hundred of the beasts were 
hurlinc themseljes down the tunnel lipe their lijes deEended on itI ”ne member triEEed 
and was tramEled to death by its Eeers in the fren:yI

St the intersektion, the crouE sElitz half kontinuinc down the massije kajern while the 
rest turned toward her and the EartyI

?Fhat do we do9- vlania shoutedI
?xust stay uE acainst the wall and out of their way9- Darkus reEliedI
The .rst beast Eassed, Eayinc them no attention, and the rest followed suitI The dust 

and rokp billowed uE from their Eassace, but it was the smell that hit herI 8loodI gt smelled 
lipe bloodI

They weren’t Eayinc her any attention!if she timed it richt, she would be able to “umE 
out and land on the bakp of one and! and!

S hand fell on her shoulder, and Darkus shoop his head with a stern loopI
vlania felt her kheeps Lush and leaned bakp acainst the kajern wall forkefullyI Nhe 

swallowed and stilled herselfI The [Darkwalker] a nity she’d cained had some serious 
downsides, and she’d almost cot lost in a lust for huntincI

Fhen the herd .nally Eassed, she reali:ed that the smell hadn’t kome from the Oalfots, 
but was kominc from the kajernI

They had been runninc from itM Co, they were Erobably runninc from whatejer the 
sourke of it wasI

?g smell blood,- vlania saidI
Darkus cruntedI ?Dan:itoreI-
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?”h cods, no9- ”ne of the nojikes eHklaimedI —anik ran throuch them, but Taniel 
shushed themI ”ne of them had a bloody nose from some debris hittinc him in the fake, 
and xoren tended to the in“uryI

That seemed to komErise aEElyinc Eressure with a bandace instead of a healinc Eotion 
or the ;qoly Dacik’ she had eHEektedI Daybe those pinds of thincs were too eHEensije to 
waste on a bropen nose, thouchI

Fhen Darkus sEotted the in“ury, he bekame lijidI ?Gou fool9-
S deafeninc roar eruEted before a massije krash sounded in the kajernI Fhen the beast 

kame into sicht, vlania’s heart spiEEed a beatI
[Manzitore]
gt was lipe a mad skientist had krossed a dracon and a lionI gts skaly Lesh driEEed with 

a red li'uid, leajinc the stone behind it kojered in sElatterI Nmall trails of steam rose from 
it as rokp melted from the kontaktI Skid or heatM Nhe had no idea, but it eHElained the 
sudden deluce of blood smellI

gt was the si:e of a buildinc, and it klumsily krashed into the kajern walls and keilinc 
as its ojersi:ed wincs LaEEed heajilyI The stronc custs blew her hair, and she had to Eull 
her shawl tichter to sekure itI

The monster sEotted the dead Oalfot and dijed on it, its tail lashinc out with a maw 
of ra:orWsharE teethI

The karkass disaEEeared into the aEEendace without the monster ejen hajinc to Eause 
its khaotik ramEaceI 

gt Lew East themz a brief relief .lled vlania as she thoucht it wouldn’t bother with 
them, but that died when it suddenly Lared and kame to a stoEI gt whirled toward them 
and clowinc yellow eyes spewered the in“ured nojikeI

Sh, fukpI Cow she understood why Darkus had been Eissed at the monp cettinc hurtI
The rancer Eulled his bow oR his bakp and nokped an arrowI 8lue symbols becan to 

clow on the weaEon and the steel arrowhead becan to clow a brilliant blueI
?Taniel9 …et the others to the neHt waystationI …o now9- The rancer orderedI
The monps didn’t need any further EromEtinc and skattered in the direktion the 

Oalfots and [Manzitore] had kome fromI
vlania reali:ed she’d komEletely forcotten about her own weaEons and drew one of her 

“ajelinsI
Darkus clared at herI ?Dundane weaEons aren’t coinc to hurt that thincI …et coinc 

with the others, or you’re coinc to die9-



CHAPTER 34 – FIGHT OR FLIGHT

E lania turned and hurried after the monks without missing a beat. If Marcus didn’t 
want any help, he wouldn’t get any! She didn’t want to qght that thing herself, 

anyway! It was a literal raid boss!
She Wuickly caught up and then outpaced the monks, letting herself go loose enough 

to leap from rock to rock. jhile they trudged along on the path, she took the chance to 
make sure there wasn’t anything else looking to Tump them in the chaos.

xhe sounds of a battle carried on behind them. Stone cracked, and a series of smaller 
eRplosions shook the ground. vubble from aboAe fell in concerning rockfalls, sending 
clouds of dust eRploding in small plumes. It seemed like the caAern was being torn apart 
from the combat.

O gust of wind blew through the caAern, lashing at her hair and loose cloth. She paused 
and looked at the monks. “ne of the noAices had fallen behind considerably, and xaniel 
had stopped to tend to the young man.

HMaurice! ”urry! je can’t slow down!P xaniel shouted.
xhe boy looked winded. ERasperation qlled his face. HI’m sorry, xaniel! xhat rock took 

a chunk out of my ”-! It’s slowing me down.P
Elania’s Taw dropped. ”?fucking?-9 Os in ”itpoints ”-9 She pulled her [Status] 

screen up to make sure she wasn’t blind and had missed the entry somehow.
[Status: Elania Reyes]
[Level 36 Lesser Demon (Summoned Potency 9999+)]
[Karma: 12345]
[Power: 231/233]
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[Perks: (Summoned from Another World!) (Regeneration) (Demonic Trans-
formation)]

[Class: Darkwalker Huntress]
[Skill Slots: 4]
[Slotted Skills: Improvised Combat (Rank S+), Stealth (Rank S+), Mana Ma-

nipulation (Rank A), Basic Handcrafting (Rank E)]
[AUnities: (Demonic), (Mana), (Darkwalker)]
[Magical: Demonic Aura (Rank B) (Deactivated)]
[Physical: Darkvision (Rank B) (Activated), Throwing (Rank S+), Tracking 

(Rank D)]
[Mundane: Identify (Rank C), Gniversal Speech (Rank S), Reading (Rank A), 

Writing (Rank B), Crisis Management (Rank S+)]
Jo, she hadn’t missed anything.
jhy didn’t she haAe any ”-9 jas that fair9
xhe caAern shook again, and she had to shift her balance slightly on the rock she had 

perched on. Doren and the noAices with him nearly turned into a pile of monks as they 
scrambled for balance while they continued to run.

H:ammit!P xaniel shouted.
She could see his frustrationz Maurice was going eAen slower.
:id ”- work the same way her [Power] did9 If it got lower, they got weaker9 xhat 

seemed Aery punitiAe for a broken nose. xaniel continued to shout at Maurice while the 
younger man became frantic.

”e was almost in tears. HI can’t keep up!P
xaniel slipped an arm under his shoulder and tried to help him.
Doren and the rest of the group qnally reali—ed how far the two had fallen behind, and 

stopped to look at them. H”urry!P
xheir encouragement seemed ineGectiAe. Elania decided she would help and Tumped 

down beside them as soon as they reached her. xhey skidded to a stop, xaniel 'ashing an 
angry glare at her.

She ignored him and looked at Maurice. HI’ll carry you.P
xaniel frowned at her. HI don’t think youCP
She gaAe him a glare, then knelt down. H5et on my back, Wuick!P
Maurice looked between the two of them, hesitating. Sure, she wasn’t that big, but she 

felt annoyance prick at her. H”urry up!P
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On approaching roar forced the manner and he all but Tumped on her, his arms 
cinching around her neck and his legs digging into her ribs. It was a good thing she didn’t 
need to breathe. ”e was unwieldy, especially with the giant [zlow-Moss Basket] on 
his back, but the weight was a non?issue for her. She stood up, and she appreciated the 
shocked look on xaniel’s face.

She took oG, leaAing the Spiritual Monk behind. Maybe if the Man—itore caught up, it 
would eat him qrst. “ne could only hope.

Maurice’s weight shifted with each leap she took, but the bouncing didn’t slow her 
down. She caught up to Doren and the other noAices and the party was able to moAe 
together at full speed now that they didn’t haAe to try to slow to Maurice’s pace.

xhe oGshoot from the tunnel they had been traAeling along reached another intersec?
tion. xhey took the hard ninety degree turn, and Elania hoped Doren was pointing them 
in the right direction. She had no idea where they were and had to trust their naAigation.

Os they rounded a corner, a :arkwalker stood in their path and let out a roar. xhe 
group momentarily skidded to a stop, but Elania felt a rumble in her throat and let out a 
roar of her own.

xhe beast looked at her, its tail went between its hind legs. O second later, it turned and 
'ed.

xhey pushed forward into the new caAern section. xhe distant rumbles and shaking 
seemed to catch up with them as they went until suddenly they were eAerywhere. jhen 
rocks fell from the ceiling, she reali—ed that somehow the battle had found its way to 
another chamber, aboAe.

Hjatch out!P she shouted. vocks sent eAeryone scurrying for coAer, including her and 
Maurice. O burst of light piercing through the ceiling and dug into the 'oor near the 
center of the caAern, sending huge chunks of rock 'ying out in eAery direction.

“ne piece 'ew directly at her, and she qlled with panic as she did not know how to stop 
it with Maurice clinging to her. O yellow shield appeared Tust in front of the both of them 
as it struck, the rock crushing itself into a million smaller pieces of rubble and pelting the 
wall Tust behind them.

xaniel stepped up nearby, whee—ing, a set of prayer beads wrapped in his hands.
She blinked. ”ad he used some ability to saAe them9 Hxhank you9P
HI was protecting Maurice, not you, demon,P xaniel hissed at her.
xhe [Man.itore] suddenly crashed through the ceiling, widening the hole. It slammed 

into the 'oor, but immediately rolled onto its feet and let out its glutaral roar. O pair of 
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blue arrows 'ashed downward, eRploding into clouds of shrapnel. Each spray blew out 
cones of 'esh from the beast. xhe wounds immediately started to knit themselAes together 
as the thing’s blood seemed to writhe together.

O whirlwind of hot air whipped outward, and she had to raise her forearm in front of 
her face to protect from the whipping. xhey were so fucked. ”ow were they supposed to 
qght something like this9 

O qreball formed in the mouth of the thing’s tail, which it released upwards into the 
hole in the ceiling. xhe entire caAern shook heaAily as it eRploded. vock 'eRed as the 
chamber aboAe bulged.

O momentary silence qlled the air, and then the [Man.itore] turned on her and 
Maurice.

jhat the absolute fuck. She Tumped back on her feet, then started to moAe to the side. 
xhe beast’s eyes followed them intently, like it was si—ing her up.

“r was it focused on Maurice9 She turned her head to look at him out of the corner of 
her eye. jas the monster attracted like a neodymium magnet to his fucking nosebleed9

Marcus erupted from the raging inferno aboAe, only to fall right into a heaAy tail slap 
that sent him 'ying back into the upper chamber. xhat didn’t seem great for his surAiAal 
chances, but she didn’t really know what he was capable ofFor able to surAiAe. Maybe 
he’d be qne.

More importantly, the Man—itore Tumped toward herCand MauriceCand attacked.
She Tumped straight up to aAoid a tail swipe, only for it to nearly catch her in its 

meter long claws. ”er feet caught the side of the caAern though, and she pushed oG hard, 
propelling them away from the monster.

She sensed more than saw some type of energetic line intersecting her chest as they 
touched down, causing her to hurl them to the side. O bolt of red light lanced the area a 
second later, and she felt a momentary surge of panic as she reali—ed Maurice was carrying 
a literal qrebomb on his back.

xhe ground behind her erupted in stony eRplosions as the beast scrambled after them. 
She lost track of the direction the other monks had gone, and it was all that she could do 
Tust to try to outpace the thing.

[Mobility Rank E has been unlocked ]
xhere was no time to celebrate getting a new skill, because the [Man.itore] was right 

on top of them, and its teethy tail snapped right at them. She diAed out of the way, but 
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that dislodged Maurice right oG of her back and he went rolling. xhere was no time to 
pick him back up, and she needed to do somethingL running wasn’t an option!

”er best attack was throwing things like an angry monkey. O Wuick slot swap replaced 
[Basic Handcrafting] with [Throwing] as she pulled a TaAelin oG her back. ShoAing a 
decent amount of power into it, she threw with all her strength right into the thing’s tail 
as it streaked toward her again with another snap.

xhe [Tower-Cap] TaAelin dissolAed as it struck out, turning into a simple energy bolt as 
the material failed to withstand the [Power] infused in it. xhat didn’t reduce the attack’s 
potency, and it struck with enough force to whip the tail in the opposite direction, lift the 
[Man.itore] oG its feet slightly, and then eRplode out the back of the tail’s throat.

xhat elicited a furious, pained roar.
“h shit, she’d made it more mad. xhe attack had taken a chunk of qfty [Power], too.
She needed to keep her speed and physical enhancement at the maRimum and couldn’t 

aGord more of those, not if she didn’t want to get immediately caught and munched on. 
She ran to collect Maurice, only for his body to suddenly lift into the air.

Hjhat9P Elania shouted.
O panicked look qlled his face, and he began to spin as he twisted and turned and tried 

to get a hold of something. xhen he shot straight toward the [Man.itore]. vight toward 
the thing’s waiting lion?shaped maw.

O frantic screaming escaped from the noAice. H”elp! ”elp!P
xhe fucking monster had telekinesis or something. jhat the fuck was she supposed 

to do9
Meter long teeth snapped, bisecting Maurice’s torso and silencing the shrieks. xhen it 

gobbled the other half, [zlow-Moss Basket] and all.
”er fro—en indecision lasted long enough for the beast to turn its attention back to her, 

and before she could try to run away, she was lifted oG her feet as well. loating straight 
for the thing’s mouth.

-anic qlled herL she tried to pulse her [Power] around her body like a shield instinc?
tiAely, but nothing happened. ”alfway to the thing’s teeth, she tried [Demonic Aura]. 
xhat broke the connection, and she fell straight down as graAity re?established its hold on 
her.

On angry claw swipe angled in at her, but she twisted and kicked oG the thing’s paw. 
Onother swipe slammed into the ground as soon as she landed, but she Tumped oG an 
eRploding rock. Its tail thrust itself into her path, maw open wide, ready to catch her.
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She reached out, grabbed two of the teeth, and 'ipped herself out of the maw and onto 
the tail itself. ”er leather trousers immediately began to si——le and smoke, while the scaly 
burning acid blood scoured her palms.

“ne thing she hadn’t tried was thrusting [Power] into something else other than her 
weapons. -unching her qst into the acidic 'esh, she imagined her power 'owing through 
the thing like electricity, then pushed hard.

xhe beast’s entire body went rigid, like it had fallen on an electric fence, toppling it to 
the ground. xhe cost to her [Power] reserAe was massiAe, though, and she cut oG the 
attack Wuickly to Tump away. ”er hands immediately began to knit themselAes together. 
xhe beast was slow to react as it tried to pick itself back oG the ground.

xhen a red arrow slashed through the air toward the thing’s face, eRploding into a 
qreball. She didn’t haAe any time to brace herself as the eRplosion sent her 'ying away, 
tumbling down a pile of stone rubble.

:a—ed, she slowly started to sort herself when hands grabbed her shoulders and pulled 
her onto her feet. xaniel’s face was only inches away. ”er hearing had turned into a 
relentless ringing, but she reali—ed he was shouting at her. HCet go him, you stupiCP

Doren pulled the monk oG of her, then dragged the both of them toward a smaller 
tunnel. Marcus 'oated to the ground Tust in front of them, his boots glowing blue with 
magic runes. lying boots9 jhat was neRt, a magic cannon9

xhe inside of her ears repaired themselAes in time for her to hear the angry ranger’s 
shout. HI told you all to get out of here! 5o!P

Elania blinked. ”adn’t they won9
ooking oAer her shoulder, the [Man.itore] slowly rose to its feet, a massiAe bloody 

hole in the side of its face slowly gluing itself back together in a dripping mess of burgundy 
red. It roared at them all.

jhat did it take to kill that stupid thing9
Marcus readied more of his magical arrows and began to qre at it, while the rest of 

them 'ed through the small tunnel. It didn’t seem large enough for the [Man.itore] to 
qt in, but the thing was so strong it would probably dig its way through the rock to them 
anyway. “r use its telekinesis9

xhis time, the sounds of combat became more distant with eAery step. ong after the 
sounds of battle had disappeared, the group kept running. SeAeral of the noAices began 
to sob and cry. jhen one stumbled and nearly fell, she caught him.

xhey continued at a slower pace.
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She lost interest in the diGerent caAern biomes after seAeral hours. Each one seemed to 
haAe a diGerent color scheme, but they all pulsed with bioluminescent plants. It seemed 
the further they traAeled from the Mushroohum Aillage, the more Aegetation there was. 
Multiple streams had to be crossed, and in one caAern, there was a massiAe lake that would 
haAe been capable of housing a lake monster.

xhere was no end to the march, and when xaniel ordered them to qnally stop, it felt 
like they had been traAeling for days on end.

HStop. EAeryone stop. je’ll take a ten?minute break.P xaniel ordered.
EAeryone fell to the ground. Doren gaAe the other senior monk a worried look. H:o you 

think we are far enough away9P
Elania’s Taw dropped. xhey’d traAeled so far. ”ow would it sense them9 xhe notion 

that it was AindictiAe enough to track them down oAer such a distanceCand capable of 
itCterriqed her. jhat if she had been spotted by the thing and she had been alone9

HI don’t know, but we need to rest, then qnd a waystation,P xaniel said.
Hjhat’s a waystation9P she blurted out.
HO place to rest,P Doren informed her. ”is normal, helpful tone had disappeared into 

eRhaustion and he didn’t eRpand on the answer.
O place to rest. jell, yeah. xhat was sort of inferred. jhat made it safe from something 

like a [Man.itore], though9
“ne of the noAices gasped, then pointed. H ook! je made it!P
EAeryone turned their head toward the direction. xhere was a small rectangular cutout 

on the caAern’s side. O faint blue hue of light pulsed gently from inside the chamber.
HI guess we ran further than I thought. et’s get inside,P xaniel said.
Elania blinked and stood up. It looked like she was going to qnd out how the waysta?

tions worked, sooner rather than later.



CHAPTER 35 – WAYSTATION

T he vibrant red hues abruptly transformed on entering the waystation into softer 
blue and turquoise lighting. It created a pretty purple e,ect at the entryway. The 

moment she stepped into the areaz she felt a strange pressure squeeWe her.
[Demonic Aura has been suppressed and deactivated.]
That was newz but she supposed it made sense that the waystation had some type of 

safety or security system. There was a smallz glowing pillar embedded in a stone near the 
center of the circular room Taniel went to straight away. Ehen he placed his hand on itz 
the pressure grew until she felt a pop in her ears and it vanished.

[WY#348 has accepted your unauthorized presence in order to rectify a secu-
rity boundary.]

klania blinLed. “ooLing over her shoulderz there was a shimmering blue Aeld in the 
doorway. ?”re we stucL insideJx

Ooren answered. ?If you are inside when the boundary is createdz you can e’it. Hnce it 
is establishedz those who were outside canMt get in.x

?;ow long can we stayJx klania asLed.
The other monLs began to unpacL their things and set them down against one of the 

walls. The main chamber was circularz but there were small alcoves cut into itz maLing 
each space a little more private.

Ooren e’plained. ?The Aeld has enough power for a few days. Hne day is bestz though. 
They are maintained by rangers liLe Darcus and built with deployable artiAce from the 
city. Hnly worL in the deep caverns thoughN they somehow siphon the e’cess mana from 
the environment.x

?”nd that doesnMt worL anywhere elseJx klania asLed.
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Ooren shooL his head. ?Dana is much thinner the closer you get to the surface. Hn the 
Seftasu levelz it would taLe years to gather enough to power the barrier.x

klania nodded. ?I guess thatMs why the [Glow-Moss] e’pedition e’istsJx
?-ight. It wouldnMt grow in the cityzx he conArmed.
klania moved inside and e’amined the chamber in closer detail. The walls werenMt 

rough stonez but smooth and reAned. Detal braces were hidden in grooves along the 
ceiling to reinforce the structurez and she realiWed that the glowing fungus wasnMt random. 
It was strategically placed as natural night lights.

Sot that the monLs needed night lights with their glow torchesz but she guessed when 
they went to bed that it would worL as such. ” metal Arepit in the middle of the chamber 
had a built in Are spit for cooLing thingsz and a pile of cut [Tower-Cap] logs were waiting 
to be split into Arewood to fuel it. Hverallz it seemed liLe a pretty nice place to camp.

The stone shelves were probably meant for sleeping onz but the only cushioning would 
be what you brought with you. In that regardz it wasnMt going to be much di,erent from 
her sleeping on top of the Yone 'emon ruins.

Taniel pointed to the room closest to the entrance and furthest away from where the 
monLs were setting up. ?That room is yours. 'onMt bother our stu, when we arenMt 
looLing.x

2he bristled. ?I wouldnMt touch it. IMm not a thief.x
?Oust a man9eaterzx Taniel shot bacL. ?0ou gave up Daurice to that thing to save 

yourself.x
2he suppressed a feline hiss at him. 2uddenly sleeping in the waystation didnMt feel safe 

at all. ;is insinuation was a step too far for her to control herself. 2he tooL a step closer.
?I didnMt give him up at all. I tried to save himzx she informed him coldly. ;er voice 

tooL on a sharp anger as she continued. ?If anyone gave him upz it was youz Taniel. 0ou 
abandoned us and ran away with the others. Ehere was your magic shield when it used 
teleLinesis to picL him up and eat himJx

;e began to shout obscenities at herz and his hands turned into Asts. It seemed liLe he 
was about to striLe her. ;er entire body went on alertz and her senses sharpened as she 
prepared a counterstriLe when she noticed Ooren walLing up from behind.

The other monL caught TanielMs wrist before he could do anything. ?0our aura is 
disturbedz brother. 0ou should go meditate.x
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Taniel struggled against OorenMs gripz but it was futilez and Ooren didnMt release it until 
Taniel gave an angry nod. The P2piritualM monL stomped o, to the other side of the 
waystation.

?0ou shouldnMt have prodded him liLe thatzx Ooren warned. ?;eMs hurting.x
2he A’ed the monL with a stare. ?I did my best to save Daurice.x
?Ee Lnow. I thinL even Taniel Lnows. ;e is —ust upset with himselfzx Ooren replied.
2haLing her headz she glanced over to Tanielz who had sat down with the three remain9

ing novices. ?I wonMt be slapped around. I will defend myselfz and I donMt Lnow how to 
pull my punches.x

Ooren frowned. ?I would have to defend my brother. …lease donMtQx
?'onMt defend myselfJx klania hissed.
?'onMt encourage a Aght.x Ooren looLed over at the others. ?Sone of the novices should 

have been on the e’pedition. “osing one of the [Glow-Moss Baskets] will nearly fail the 
mission. The results would be!bad.x

klania turned away. ?0ouMre sure I can get bacL in if I go outJx
?ThatMs how it worLszx he conArmed.
2he didnMt need to hear more. ;e called after herz but she didnMt feel liLe talLing 

anymore. The cavern outside the waystation was all reds and purplesz and she let her eyes 
ad—ust for a second before taLing o,. The monLs were e’haustedz but sheMd been getting 
stronger the entire time they had +ed.

That was draining her mana shard. It was time to hunt. Daybe test out if she could 
reAll her mana shardz too.

It didnMt taLe long before she spotted the telltale signs of some creature thanLs to 
[Tracking]. Sot a [Ralfot] and not an [Elnat] or [Darkwalker]. Guadrupedalz but 
with clawed feet. Sot felinez but maybe something liLe a liWardz she guessed.

-aWorscale somethingJ 2he thought that one of the monLs had mentioned some type 
of predator that made the trip harder. It didnMt seem too bigz so she decided to stalL after 
it.

Thirty minutes laterz she spotted the owner. 2ilently moving up to a rocLy perchz 
she observed the [Razorscale] sliding into a small pool of water. It wasnMt large to hold 
much aquatic lifez —ust a few plants and mushrooms. It wasnMt even deep enough for the 
[Razorscale] to submerge into it fully.
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That didnMt seem to stop the creatureMs en—oyment of the dipz though. It rolled over and 
made a large splashz sending water cascading across the +oor. The cascade slowly began to 
driWWle bacL into the pool.

It didnMt notice herz so she pulled out her last —avelin. 2heMd need to maLe more of thosez 
too.

2he settled in and waited while observing. The [Razorscale] seemed content to splash 
around and lounge in the water for at least an hour. Ehen it Anally e’ited the waterz 
klaniaMs ears perLed up.

The path out of the chamber lead right by her rocL. Ehen it was right belowz she pulled 
a drag of [Power] then dropped on top of itz using her body weight to slam the —avelin 
into the beastMs bacL —ust behind its head.

The result was swift.
[You have absorbed 28 Power!]
[You have gained a rank in Tracking!]
[You have gained Razorscale AFnity!]
[Consume more Razorscale Essence to enable Razorscale Transformation!]
TracLing4 That was very useful since leveling the sLill had been diUcult. The amount 

of [Power] given was higher than a [Darkwalker] tooz although the e’act amount was 
always variable. ” couple more and sheMd be bacL to being topped o,. Then she could 
e’periment with her mana shard.

2everal hours and Ave -aWorscales laterz sheMd achieved her goal and raised her [Track-
ing] sLill to ranL 2: and overAlled her [Power] stat. Faining sLills from absorbing things 
was overpowered as hecL.

[Your body has reached the limit of its capacity for power!]
[xind a stronger body or reduce your current power!]
[Your body has eSceeded the limit of its capacity for power!]
[You have gained a Rank in Demonic Aura!]
[Your body is eSperiencing slight thermal degradation!]
0esz yes. That was obvious. The question was did she want to Leep hunting while over 

the limitz and potentially upgrade her capacity further or attempt to reAll the mana shardJ 
It had also been a while since she had left the monLs alone. 2he hadnMt decided to abandon 
them yetz so it was probably a good idea to checL on them.

klania hopped up onto a ledge and perched as she made her decisions. Try to reAll her 
mana shardz Arst. Daybe hunt some more. Then checL on the monLs.
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;er shawl came o, Arstz then she loosened the wrap holding the cloth necLlace. The 
wrap around the shining crystal glittered in the darL as she removed the insulating cloth. 
The heat inside her chest that ran all the way to her Angers made it diUcult to feel the 
faint warmth that the crystal had always put o,.

[Mana (hard )Condensed/ 4231546:]
” quicL checL of her power told her sheMd already gained an e’tra point of capacity.
[Power9 2:21234]
;unting a few more then letting it bleed o, would deAnitely be smart!or maybe she 

should focus on charging the mana shard fullyJ rgh. Tradeo,s. Eait. 2he was getting 
ahead of herself. Ehat if she couldnMt reAll the shardJ

3losing her eyesz she tried to picture the process  energy +owing through her body and 
+owing into the shard in the palms of her hands. It was the opposite of when she had used 
it to recharge herself. Sothing seemed to happen until suddenly it worLed.

It felt liLe a vacuum had attached to her soul and began to sucL it down a straw. 
The feeling of being compressed and! contained Alled her. The sudden light9headedness 
threated to maLe her fall o, the ledgez but she leaned bacL against it.

”nd Aght the vacuum sucLing her insides out.
The shard pulled on her and didnMt want to let go. 2he had to forcibly push bacL and 

cut it o,. Ehen the sudden drain on her [Power] stoppedz she was panting.
[Power9 :1234]

ucL. It had drained way too much. Ehen she was Anishedz she winced.
[Mana (hard )Condensed/ 4 21546:]
It was much less than she e’pected. ” quicL mental math ordeal later she conArmed 

that nearly half the [Power] she had pushed into the crystal had —ust vanished. Ehere was 
the Arst law of Thermodynamics to save herJJ

2i’ty9nine [Power] units was a lot to —ust vanish into thin air4 There wasnMt even any 
heat.

? rghzx klania grumbled. 2he wrapped her shard and tucLed it bacL in and pulled her 
shawl bacL over her shoulders. The re9arrangement made her realiWe something else  she 
was covered in [Razorscale] blood. 2he needed to add a bath to her schedulez probably 
before returning to the waystation.

The improvement to [Tracking] enabled to her to easily locate tracLs of another 
[Razorscale] that had passed by. If she pulsed a light amount of [Power] into the sLillz it 
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even allowed her to visualiWe the tracLs as shiny lights on the ground. They even changed 
in color the more recent they were.

It was almost a cheat sLill.
The [Razorscale] was busy drinLing at a pool. -ather than try to get the high ground 

she went straight for it. [(tealth] was e,ective right up until she stood up from her crouch 
walL and —abbed her —avelin into its necL where she had found the beast was vulnerable.

The wood shaft snapped instead of driving its point home. klaniaMs eyes widened in 
shocLz and the beast twisted around to snap at her. 2he darted bacLz pulling out her 
dagger and hissed. The beast let out a growl and lunged forward much faster than she 
had assumed the alligator wannabe was capable of.

2he —umped over the bitez only for it to scramble bacL onto its hind legs and slap her 
side with three large claws. The blow wasnMt that strongz but the slashes still hurt. “ooLing 
downz anger Alled herN she might healz but her outAt did not4 It would be hecLinM hard to 
A’ the gash marLs in it without any sewing material4

;er shout matched the beastMs volume. ?Yastard4x Sever mind the fact that she had 
tried to assassinate the thing to eat it. It had ruined her outAt4

This timez she didnMt allow it to rush her. 2he dashed toward it Arst. 2he —umped over a 
claw and then under the other before reaching up to stab her dagger into the thingMs chin. 
” [Power] pulse through the metal allowed it to slice all the way down to its collarbone 
before she rolled out from under it.

Ylood poured everywhere in stupid amounts. “ucLily for herz none of it was acidic liLe 
the [Manzitore]Ms had been.

The [Razorscale] chased after herz but she avoided itz climbing up on top of a rocL 
where it couldnMt reach her. It smashed into the boulder several times while bleeding 
profuselyz but it quicLly began to slow down. 2he waited patiently.

Ehen it was deadz she dropped down and absorbed it.
[You have absorbed 26 Power!]
[You have gained Razorscale AFnity!]
[Consume more Razorscale Essence to enable Razorscale Transformation!]
That was a good start on reAlling. Time to maLe some new —avelins and then hunt four 

or Ave more.
There was no way she was going bacL to the waystation without being topped up.



CHAPTER 36 – MOVING FORWARD

T he waystation was deserted as Elania stepped through the entryway. The shimmer-
ing blue celd was deavti,atedf and there were no signs ok the monSs ha,ing been 

there other than the smothered remains ok the vampcre.
’heId been gone a whilef but it hadnIt kelt liSe it had been that long. jt had taSen a 

while to recll her [Power] and vrakt new xa,elinsf but not that long. ’he vhevSed eavh 
alvo,e to maSe sure there was nothing lekt behindf then avti,ated her [Tracking] sSill. 
’ure enoughf the kootprints ok the monSs stood out blatantlyf and xudging by the volor 
they had lekt a kew hours earlier.

The silenve in the vhamber kelt hea,ier than sheId eFperienved bekore. ’urprise ga,e way 
to the sting ok minor betrayalf a bitter taste spreading in her mouth. Arom the direvtion 
ok the travSsf it didnIt seem liSe they had e,en looSed kor her at all.

Nbandonedf then. Wot that they had parted on the best termsf she supposed. Taniel 
probably korved the issue.

…hether it was TanielIs disdainf or the no,ivesI kearf why was she surprised?and yet she 
wasD TheyId esvaped krom the [Manzitore] together and tra,eled a bit. ’houldnIt that 
ha,e been worth a little vonsiderationD

’he pushed the keelings away. Bwelling on it wasnIt going to help her at allf and it wasnIt 
liSe she was lost. …ith her new travSing abilityf she vould easily vatvh up to them.

Mut did she want toD Uoments turned into hours as she varekully pivSed her path 
through the qnderdarSf kollowing the trail. Uoderating her pavef she Sept the party xust 
ahead ok her as she dwelled on the Ouestion. ’e,eral times they vame into ,iew in some ok 
the larger va,ernsf but thanSs to her [Stealth] they didnIt seem to notive her.
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Mekore she cgured out the answer to her Ouestionf a roar evhoed krom ahead. zivSing 
up her pavef she reavhed the group as they kaved o; with something sheId not seen bekore.

[Rockbear]
jt was only halk the si!e ok the [Manzitore] but that wasnIt saying muvhJ it was still 

easily two meters tall at the shoulder“ The bear mo,ed korward kaster than its si!e hinted at 
as wellf and Horen dodged under the vlaw swipes in rapid motion bekore landing a vounter 
SivS to the bearIs korearm. The loud vravS ok kravtured stone soundedf but the thing was 
kar krom deterred.

jt lumbered korward and nearly vrushed the monSf eFvept kor a sudden ”are ok yellow 
energy that appeared around him. ElaniaIs head whipped o,er to Tanielf who was using 
his prayer beads. Ns muvh as she hated to admit itf bevause Taniel was an assholef it was a 
nive sa,e.

The no,ives had retreated to a vorner and huddled together. ’he made her way to them.
Either [Stealth] was way more e;evti,e than she ga,e it vredit korf or the monSs were 

really?really bad at notiving things. N kew keet awayf she stopped and vrouvhed downf 
then greeted them.

RGey. Nre you guys oSayD9 Elania asSed innovently.
Two ok them shrieSedf one pissed his pantsf and the last had the kortitude to speaS. 

RG..h..help“ 0ovS Mear“9
’he nodded. Rjs it strongD9
The young monS stammered out a response. RT?T?tough“9
jt didnIt seem liSe Ouestioning them was going to produve muvh inkormationf and 

another loud vlash with the sound ok shattering rovS hinted at esvalation.
’he reavhed out and patted the no,ive on the shoulder. R8ot it. jIll go help Horen.9
…hen she rounded the vornerf the situation had indeed vhanged. N sevond [Rock-

bear] had appeared and gone straight kor Taniel. Horen was still kovused on dodging and 
cghting his opponentf but the spiritual monS seemed to be ha,ing a muvh harder time.

jt didnIt seem he was able to mount an o;ensef and Elania notived that on eavh blovS 
with his yellow shield the protevti,e light grew smaller.

’he drew one ok her xa,elins and mo,ed to the side to get a better angle kor her to 
throw. 'nve in positionf she didnIt hold bavS. Hudging by the bearIs rovSy armor platesf 
she needed to put a lot ok energy into it. 8oodbye xa,elin.
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[Power] dissol,ed the proxevtile almost instantlyf and the yellow bolt ”ew on vourse 
kor where she estimated the bearIs heart vould be. qnkortunatelyf it xumped at the last 
mo,ementf maSing the angle ok impavt all wrong.

Winety-degrees suddenly turned into a glanving striSef albeit one that dug a koot deep 
gouge in the beastIs armor all the way down its lekt ”anS. jt immediately xumped to pi,ot 
toward her and let out a vhallenging roar.

…ellf she had drawn it away krom Taniel. Uaybe heId be able to do something to help 
ik he wasnIt stuvS protevting himselk vonstantly.

The [Rockbear] predivtably vharged her. 0ather than running or vharging bavSf she 
drew a sevond xa,elin and vharged it up to throw as well. The bear xumped as the proxevtile 
was mid-”ightf spoiling her aim kor the eye sovSet. jt slammed into the bearIs vhest insteadf 
a thunderous vravS loud enough to shaSe the va,ern.

The bolt dug in three Ouarters ok its lengthf hinting at a suvvesskul penetrationf but the 
bear vontinued toward her unabated. ’heId dumped ckty [Power] into the two striSesf 
so she pulled the same amount krom her mana shard to top her o;. jt was slightly more 
di1vult with the insulating vlothf but she cnished that xust as it reavhed her.

The bear went kor a sideswipe. ’he poured [Power] into her keetf bodyf and cst and 
vrouvhed. Ger cst swiped outwardf her SnuvSles slamming into the beastIs paw. The korve 
blew stone vhunSs o; the bearIs limbf and a sivSening vravS evhoed as bones underneath 
the plating kravtured.

The [Rockbear] listed to the sidef kalling toward the now ruined limbf vompletely o; 
balanve.

’he wasnIt donef though. :aunvhing herselk korwardf she eFploded kor the thingIs 
throat. jk sheId Snown martial artsf a kanvy SivS liSe the one Horen had demonstrated might 
ha,e been more e;evti,e. Nll she Snew how to do was punvh.

The bear wasnIt going to e,adef so she dumped halk her remaining power into the korve 
ok the blow. Ger body protestedJ she wasnIt supposed to put this muvh [Power] into any 
attavS. Ger arm burned and its sensation went out as ner,es died krom o,erload.

Gealing ner,es was always a pain in the ass.
Mut the attavS was e;evti,e. The [Rockbear] seemed to rely on its hea,y armor to 

allow it to bash its opponents to death. 0ovS was toughf hardf and? brittle.
Nndf oh boyf did her [Power] dump deli,er a lot ok Sinetiv energy into itf ensuring that 

it kravtured. Ger cst dug into the outer armor plate a kew invhes bekore the korve began 
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to spread liSe a shovSwa,e. ’piderweb vravSs kormed avross the MearIs entire rovS shell 
bekore eFploding into a hurrivane ok splinters.

They pelted her sa,agelyf se,eral ok them digging into her sSin and tearing into her 
outct.

The internal damage to the bear was e,en worse than its shattered stone shell.
The [Rockbear] dropped deadf instantly. qnkortunatelyf she was underneath it. The 

hea,y weight pinned her downf but the option to absorb appeared and she tooS it.
[You have absorbed 99 Power!]
[You have gained Rockbear AynitB!]
[You have gained the skill CodB monditioning!]
[monsuEe Eore Rockbear fssence to enable Rockbear TransUorEation!]
The rovS that had embedded itselk into her phased awayf kueling her [Power] storage 

and allowing her [Regeneration] to SivS into o,erdri,e.
Ns she got to her keetf she watvhed Horen slam a cst into the bearIs korehead. TanielIs 

spiritual-monS-holy-shield-thing ”ashed around him as the bear attempted to swat him 
away. Nble to kovus solely on o;ensef it seemed liSe e,ery punvh Horen made bevame kaster 
and stronger. Gis csts began to glowf and then he landed a SivS to the [Rockbear]Is xaw.

The beast staggered and kell to the side. jt wasnIt down thoughf and let out a roar and 
swing its head at the monS. Ge dodged bavSwards.

Elania panted hea,ilyf her insides writhing bekore settling out. [Regeneration] always 
played weird and disgusting keelings through her body whene,er she was hea,ily damage. 
Nlso painkul. Ger arm seared as it Snit itselk bavS togetherf but she had grown used to 
that. That didnIt mean tears didnIt pour krom her eyes as she bit downf but it meant she 
didnIt vome vlose to passing out.

jnstead ok launvhing herselk bavS into the cghtf she tooS the time to watvh how Horen 
and Taniel kought. Ger [Power] ratio kor dealing with one [Rockbear] was negati,e 
korty-three. The ranged attavSs had vost ckty and seemed to ha,e been ine;evti,e. ’inve 
the beast had paid o; so muvhf taSing one down would be a small net gain.

Taniel began to vhant something she vouldnCt translate. This was voncrmation that 
[pniversal S1eech] didnIt translate arvane stu;.

+ellow lights began to appear in the air around the bear bekore they launvhed them-
sel,es liSe rovSets into the stoney armor platesf lea,ing glowing radiant spots behind. The 
[Rockbear] rose on its hind legs and swatted at Horen againf but he grabbed the limb and 
threw himselk into the air.
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Ge barely a,oided being vhomped on by spinning around the massi,e xawsf then landed 
a punvh on one ok the glowing marSs.

The korve was multipliedJ a vrater in the armor slammed the bear into the ground. Ns 
Horen landed with a SivS on another spotf the eFplosion ok korve sent a shovSwa,e rippling 
outwardf kull ok dust and rubble. jt suddenly made sense why the two had been paired 
together. Their abilities synergi!ed well with eavh other.

The dust and rubble SivSed up by HorenIs cnal blow gradually settledf re,ealing the 
korm ok the crst [Rockbear] embedded into the ground. jt didnIt mo,e or get bavS up.

Horen nodded to her as he straightened out ok his vombat stanvef a wry smile tugging at 
the vorners ok his mouth. Tanielf on the other handf was panting hea,ilyf beads ok sweat 
trailing down his kave as he gripped his set ok prayer beads.

’he ga,e a little wa,ef then turned bavS to cnd the no,ives. RNre you all oSayD9 she 
asSed. The one who managed to speaS earlier stuttered out a thanS you while the other 
two simply nodded.

R…hat do you wantD9 TanielIs hostility was palpable e,en krom a distanve. …hat the 
kuvSD ’heId xust sa,ed his like.

Rj wanted to helpf9 Elania said varekullyf her eyes ”ivSering to Horenf who remained 
silent.

R+ouI,e done enoughf9 Taniel replied tersely.
ElaniaIs brow kurrowed in vonkusion. R…hat do you meanD j sa,ed you krom the sevond 

[Rockbear]“9
Rj was dealing with it xust cne. j didnIt need your help“9 Taniel shouted.
R:iSe hell you were“9 Elania snapped bavS. Mehind Tanielf Horen shooS his head weaSly.
’he let out an eFasperated sigh. R’of what are you going to do with itD 2hop it upD 

Gar,est its meatD9
N vonkused looS appeared on TanielIs kave. R…hatD jtIs a [Rockbear] its made ok rovS. 

jtIll xust sit there.9
R2an j ha,e itD9
Mekore Taniel vould speaSf Horen put his arm around the other monS and ga,e her a 

smile. R’ure thing.9
R…hat do you want with itD9 Taniel asSed suspiviously.
RjIm going to eat itf9 Elania said. N smile erupted on her kave. R:iSe the other one.9
Moth monSsI eyes widened as they turned to where she had taSen down the sevond 

bear. Npparentlyf they hadnIt notived the missing vorpse.
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[You have absorbed 02D Power!]
[You have gained Rockbear AynitB!]
[You have gained the skill CodB monditioning!]
[monsuEe Eore Rockbear fssence to enable Rockbear TransUorEation!]
The eFtra [Power] ”ushed through her systemf setting her insides alight. jt was a 

kamiliar sensation she had grown avvustomed tof but the messages vomplaining about it 
assailed her.

[xue to Bour e,cess 1ower. Bour bodB is e,ceeding its liEits!]
[Your bodB is e,1eriencing therEal degradation!]
[Your bodB is slightlB ada1ting:]
[Power8 D/95DGD]
Ger maFimum had tivSed up se,eral times already. jk she hadnIt had spent so muvh 

cghting the bear she would ha,e really been o,er the maFimum.
The dissol,ing light motes ”owing into her lekt a massi,e vrater where Horen had 

smashed it into the ground. 'ne thing was vertain  she needed to respevt their cghting 
powers. The battle with the BarSwalSer Bemon?and perhaps a hea,y amount ok preda-
tory instinvt krom absorbing things had made her o,ervoncdent.

Mut?being walSed o,er and treated poorly was out ok the Ouestion. The entire situa-
tion kelt so krustrating.

…hen she turned bavS to the monSsf all ok them were staring at her with shovSed 
eFpressions.

R+ou xust?but it was?you absorbed all ok it.9 Horen stuttered. RGow didnIt you 
immolate yourselkD9

Elania ”ivSed her hair behind an ear. Rjt was xust a snavS.9
Bid other demons ha,e lower [Power] vapavitiesD …hyD Uaybe she was being too 

aggressi,e with [Regeneration] and pushing her limit higherD Bid it ha,e bad side 
e;evtsD

…hyf whyf why. The Ouestions were eFhausting. R…hat about UarvusD Ge didnIt vatvh 
up yetD Bo you thinS he was able to dekeat the Uan!itoreD9

The vhange in topiv worSed. Horen krowned and thought kor a moment bekore an-
swering. Rj donIt Snow ik he vould Sill the thing. They ha,e a lot ok powers and ha,e high 
natural potenvyf so their sSills are all generally ’  ranSedf and that one seemed to ha,e 
eFtra perSsf too. Ge probably was able to esvape. j doubt it was able to Sill himf either.9
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’of battles between powerkul and dangerous people and monsters tended to be stale-
matesD That hadnIt been her eFperienve so kar. E,erything usually ended with a single 
high-powered attavS. Nlthough that might ha,e xust been bevause she was?di;erent in a 
lot ok ways.

RjIm surprised he wouldnIt get tired and then run downf9 Elania replied.
Taniel shooS his head. RGeIs a rangerf and itIs hard to pin that type down. They are at 

home down heref too.9
’he bit her lipf looSing between the two while the no,ives pivSed themsel,es up and 

dusted o;. Eavh ok the [ low-Moss Caskets] got an integrity vhevSf too.
RGow do vlasses worSD j ha,enIt cgured that out yetf9 Elania said.
Taniel glared at her bekore going to sort out the no,ives. jt seemed liSe no matter what 

she did or saidf e,en sa,ing his likef he wasnIt going to stop hating her.
Horen ga,e her a weaS smile. R2lasses are based on? wellf itIs vomplivated.9
Ns the group began to trudge along behind Tanielf she waited patiently kor Horen to 

vontinue.
R2lasses are a vombination ok personal beliek and [SBsteE] xudgement.9
ElaniaIs brows kurrowed. Rzersonal beliekD +ou mean someone van xust belie,e them-

sel,es into being something liSef uhh? an arvhmage or somethingD9
Horen krowned. Rjk someone belie,es strongly that they are a warriorf then the system 

will usually pivS that o,er something elsef liSe cghter. Gowe,erf ik their sSills are vom-
pletely out ok tune with the perveption ok whate,er vlassI they keel they aref then it will 
rexevt that.9

Rjt worSs automativallyD 2ause at crstf j was ’ur,i,orI then GuntressI and now 
BarSwalSer Guntress.9 jt seems liSe itIs getting more spevicvf9 Elania said.

Rjt worSs on its ownf but some things van prompt a vhangef liSe a sudden purposekul 
re-vlassing ik your own selk-image vhanges suddenly. Wormallyf it xust happens in the 
bavSground. j wouldnIt worry about itf unless youIre aiming kor something spevicvf9 
Horen eFplained.

Rj seef9 Elania murmuredf thinSing about her own eFperienves. 0unning away krom 
the vultists had designated her a sur,i,orI then. The vhange to huntress made sense onve 
she began to go all primiti,e with the xa,elin throwing. The BarSwalSerI addition was 
probably bevause ok how many she had absorbed and the?other more worrying vhanges 
to her psyvhe.

R…e arenIt kar krom the neFt waystationf9 Horen inkormed her.
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’he nodded and kollowed along. R…hy did you all lea,e without meD9
Ge glanved at her. RBidnIt Snow you hadnIt devided to go o; on your own. +ou said 

nothing and ne,er vame bavS. …e ha,e to get the [ low-Moss] bavS to the 2onvla,e 
sakelyf and itIs dangerous down here. 'ther than yelling kor youf we vouldnIt risS looSing 
longer.9

R’o you yelled kor me when you lektD9 Elania asSed.
R…e didf yeah.9
RMy weI you mean youf donIt youD9 Elania pressed.
Horen looSed unvomkortable. RThanSs kor voming bavS. Two 0ovSbears would ha,e 

been hard to deal with. Gonestlyf j ne,er really belie,ed you were the one to handle the 
BarSwalSer Bemon until now.9

The thanSs made her keel goodf and she reali!ed he was right. ’he had disappeared kor 
muvh too long akter stomping o; krom the vonkrontation with Taniel. jt wasnIt really 
their kaultf sinve she had wandered o; to do her own thing without a word. RjIm sorry 
kor going o; without saying anything. j was angryf and then j got distravted?9

RBonIt worry about it. jIm sorry kor Taniel. Ge ne,er really avted this way bekore. Then 
againf we ne,er tra,eled with a sapient demon bekoref either.9 Horen looSed o,er at the 
other monSIs bavS with a krown. RAor what it is worthf j donIt thinS youIre a bad person.9

RThanS youf9 Elania replied.
The rest ok the trudge to the waystation was varried out in vontemplati,e silenve.



CHAPTER 37 – SHARING CAMP

T he waystation was nearly identical to the .rstv The ca,ern it was attached to- howm
e,er- was copEletely dikerentv flania looged down at the terriuyinbly deeE droE 

as the wateruall near the entryway tHpjled into the dargness jelowv Ser [Darkvision] 
’Hst jarely allowed her to page oHt the jody ou water at the jottop- larbe white sErays ou 
uoap lashinb ,iolently as pore water EoHred into itv

The treg HEward had tagen two hoHrs- a passi,e sEiralinb Eath aroHnd the pain 
chapjer that sopetipes intersectedv The waystation was at the ,ery toE- ’Hst Hnder where 
the torrent ou water xowed into the oEen airv

Ihe pade sHre she wasn…t last in line when Taniel acti,ated the jarrierv The sape 
uapiliar EoE ou her ears occHrred as the jarrier seeped to try to eREel her- then ba,e HEv

[WY#145 has accepted your unauthorized presence in order to rectify a secu-
rity boundary.]

The nHpjer had bone downv Ju that hinted that they were bettinb closer- that was a 
hoEeuHl sibn: jHt also a stressuHl onev Aeachinb the city was alpost as pHch a boal as a 
dread in her pindv Iopehow- she doHjted thinbs woHld sHddenly bet jetter when she 
bot therev

flania blanced at Dorenv Ihe needed to sopehow bet pore answers urop hipv
Taniel assibned her one ou the side chapjers- and this tipe she HnEacged her stHkv Jt 

was a EitiuHl apoHnt copEared to the pongsM her lenbth ou cloth that acted as her sleeEinb 
patv O uew rocgs that she…d geEt uor no reason other than: well- she had uorbotten they 
were in her roje- to je honestv Ser Eacg had se,eral holes in it now- ElHs three epEty 
’a,elin looEsv
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'ost ipEortantly- her pana shard which she had panabed not to drain any uHrtherv 
BeeEinb that Eower saue and ready to Hse was ipEortant iu she ran into diWcHltiesv Os lonb 
as sopethinb didn…t gill her instantly- it was worth alpost two uHll charbes ou her Eersonal 
caEacityv

Ju she had tipe- she coHld Erojajly hHnt enoHbh to charbe it uHrther- toov 5onsiderinb 
that she had needed less and less sleeE- esEecially when near her paRipHp [Power] 
caEacity- that seeped ,ery Eossijlev

SHntinb- thoHbh- was what she had done on the last capE jreag- and she wanted to 
.R her oHt.t and bear this tipev Ond asg ?Hestionsv Ihe…d pissed her chance to asg thep 
at the .rst waystationv

The no,ices all Eiled into a sinble roop- while Taniel and Doren Eicged the one jeside 
itv Soogs were hanbinb down urop the entryway ou each chapjer- she realiVed- and one 
ou the no,ices stood HE and Elaced a larbe sheet- creatinb sope Eri,acyv

Ihe blanced at her sinble Eiece ou clothv Ju she wanted- it woHld ser,e the sape EHrEose- 
jHt then she woHldn…t ha,e anythinb to sleeE onv Feuore she pade HE her pind on whether 
to tage pore Eri,acy or ha,e a little copuort- she heard sojjinb copinb urop the no,ice…s 
sEacev

That sort ou eRElained their desire uor Eri,acyv O wa,e ou sypEathy .lled herv They had 
lost 'aHrice and continHed to rHn into ponsters and nearly diedv 9hoe,er had sent thep 
with Taniel and Doren was a cripinalv The no,ices were oj,ioHsly Hnready uor the .bht 
uor sHr,i,al that seeped to page HE the NeeE 5a,erns that Doren had called the rebion 
they were inv

flania cracged her necg and then yawnedv Ihe hadn…t really sleEt since they had leutv 
That was alpost two days0 O naE woHld do her boodv Ihe had no idea how ekecti,e 
the waystation…s Erotecti,e .eld was- jHt it was a copuortinb shield- at least abainst any 
Eredatorsv

Os soon as she laid down on her jacg- she was uast asleeEv
Nreaps assailed her constantlyv 6iolent clashes with Aocgjears and AaVorscales dopm

inated her attention- while the pore laidmjacg hHnt ou [Ralfot] uelt lige a wistuHl peporyv 
O Eacg ou Nargwalgers uoHnd her and she hissed at thep to lea,e her territoryv SHpans 
Eassed jy while she watched silently urop the shadowsv

2o traHpatic popent stirred her awage- instead she uoHnd herselu slowly driutinb jacg 
to conscioHsness- a dHll ache where she had laid on the stonev “or once- she wasn…t co,ered 
in a sheen ou sweatv
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There was a rhythpic snorinb copinb urop across the chapjer- hintinb that the 
pongs were asleeEv The repnants ou a peal were Eiled jeside the janged capE.re- that 
only had a uew blowinb epjers repaininbv Itretchinb her lebs- she steEEed toward the 
eRit- listeninb to the constant roar ou the wateruallv

‘Yoinb sopewhere- depon0U Taniel depandedv
Ihe whirled to her ribht- not ha,inb seen the pong who had repained copEletely still 

in the corner jeside the entrywayv ‘f,eryone else is asleeE- and J ’Hst woge HEvU
Se urowned at herv ‘Yo jacg to sleeEv There…s still Elenty ou tipe Hntil porninbvU
‘J can…t really do thatv J don…t need that pHch sleeE anyporev 9hat ajoHt yoH0 Non…t 

yoH need rest0U flania asgedv
‘J…p on second watch-U he saidv
Ihe tilted her headv ‘9ant pe to do the watchinb uor yoH0U
Se scoked ippediatelyv ‘7ige J…d trHst yoH to do thatv The whole Eoint ou the watch 

is to geeE an eye on yoHvU
flania rolled her eyesv 9ell- that pade sensev Ju the jarrier geEt e,erythinb oHt- the only 

thinb he…d je !watchinb… uor was herv Itill- the lacg ou trHst was EalEajlev ‘“inev J can geeE 
watch with yoH thenv No yoH pind iu J asg sope ?Hestions0U

Se eyed her warilyv ‘1esv J do pind- actHallyvU
Ihe jit her liE- sHEEressinb her annoyancev 2o patter how pHch he didn…t lige her- 

it didn…t ueel lige anythinb she had done warranted his jeha,ior toward herv Jt uelt ,ery 
Hnuairv

2ot wantinb to sticg aroHnd sopeone who hated her bHts- she chanbed her Elansv ‘J…p 
boinb to bo collect sope wood and worg on py crautinb- thenvU

Taniel shrHbbed- looginb away urop herv ‘IHit yoHrseluvU
%bhv Ihe wanted to slaE hip silly- jHt that woHldn…t sol,e anythinbv Necidinb to je the 

jibber Eerson- she walged away and throHbh the jarrierv O cool tinblinb en,eloEed her 
sgin- then dissiEated once she was uHlly on the other sidev Tracginb indicated that there 
weren…t any creatHres that had Eassed jy other than thep- so that hinted at a jit ou sauetyv

Facgtracginb uor a jit- she headed down the sEiral and into the Ere,ioHs larbe ca,ernv 
[Tower-Caps] and other xora breeted her with their ,ijrant hHes- and she ippediately 
toog her little gniue and jeban to scraE ok sope new shauts uor ’a,elin paginbv

Yatherinb lobs didn…t seep worgajle withoHt an aRe- jHt she had a uHll jHndle ou ajoHt 
thirty sticgs jy the tipe she was donev They woHld page bood gindlinbv Taniel was still 
awage when she retHrned- EroEEed HE abainst the wall- watchinb her e,ery po,ev
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Ihe set the jHndle ou wood down jy the rest ou it and selected oHt her ua,ored shauts so 
she coHld jebin to car,e thep into ’a,elinsv Saluway throHbh the set ou a doVen- she bot a 
rang HEv

[You have gained a rank in Basic Handcrafting!]
The neRt siR cape oHt as [Basic Javelin] copElete with no !pageshiut… podi.erP O 

spile creeEed onto her uacev Ocross the chapjer- Taniel brHntedv
‘Nid yoH ’Hst le,el HE yoHr crautinb sgill0U he asgedv
flania noddedv ‘J ’Hst bot [Basic Handcrafting] to Aang NvU
‘J…p sHrErised yoH panabed to do that jy paginb sopethinb so sipEle-U he coppentm

edv
Iensinb a baE in his Eerpanentlymanbry wall- she decided to asg a sgillmrelated ?Hestionv 

‘Sow does HEbradinb sgills worg0 Jt let pe chanbe py [Survival Crafting] Aang 5 into 
[Basic Handcrafting] Aang f- jHt J…p not ;””+ sHre why or how it worgedvU

Se eyed her uor a pinHte jeuore resEondinbv ‘Iope sgills are jetter than others- jHt 
relatedv The HEbraded sgill HsHally accoHnts uor the caEajilities ou the Ere,ioHs one while 
jeinb pore ekecti,e or allowinb new thinbsv Igills don…t translate ;M; uor e,eryonev They 
are pore jased on yoHr Eersonal eREerience and caEajilitiesvU

Se looged away and continHedv ‘O swordspan who has pastered his [Swordsman-
ship] sgill who eREands his caEajilities with new weaEons pibht HEbrade to [Martial 
Handling] which encopEasses pore weaEons:jHt taginb that Eath won…t chanbe the 
uact that he…ll geeE the jene.ts urop [Swordsmanship] and je jetter with the sword 
than e,erythinb elsevU

flania jlinged- soaginb that gnowledbe in- jHt coHldn…t helE jHt ueel shocgedv Jt was 
Erojajly the post words Taniel had e,er sEogen to her- and withoHt the constant blarinbv

‘Thang yoH uor eRElaininb to pe-U she saidv
Se brHnted and a,oided looginb at herv
O sibh escaEed herv Ipall Erobress was at least Erobress- ribht0 7ooginb at her new 

’a,elins- she toog the nine worst ones and set thep abainst the wallv 'ayje sopeone woHld 
.nd thep HseuHl iu they Hsed the waystation sopedayv Cr payje they…d tHrn thep to 
gindlinbv Jt didn…t really patterv Ihe toog the three she geEt and EHt thep in her chapjerv

2eRt HE was the sorry state ou her oHt.tv The tears urop the [Razorscale] claws and 
holes urop the [Rockbear] shraEnel needed .Rinbv Ihe had enoHbh paterial to do so- jHt 
not the ribht toolsv Ihe EoEEed her head oHt and looged at Tanielv
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‘J need to .R py oHt.tv No yoH ha,e a sewinb git with a needle and sope thread0U she 
asgedv

Se looged at her- and his EerEetHal urown reaEEearedv ‘2ovU
Ihe raised an eyejrowv ‘2o- yoH don…t ha,e a sewinb git0 Cr: 2o- yoH won…t share it0U
Sis blare deeEenedv ‘J ha,e one- jHt yoH can…t ha,e itvU
‘J don…t need it uore,ervU flania saidv Ihe steEEed oHt- then tHbbed at her oHt.t- 

disElayinb the holesv ‘J ’Hst need to .R py clothes a jitv Jt bot shredded sopevU
Se stared at her silentlyv
‘9on…t yoH ha,e sope percy0 9hat iu we peet sopeone alonb the way0 They…ll loog 

at Eoor flania the Nepon with her deterioratinb oHt.t- her tits hanbinb oHt- and Eoint 
and bo !7oog at those 5oncla,e 'ongs- uorcinb that Eoor depon to bo aroHnd halumnaged 
with thepP… or sopethinbPU

The blare disaEEeared into one ou conuHsionv ‘That woHld ne,er haEEenvU
‘“inev “inev 2o reEairs thenvU flania resEondedv Ihe jeban to EHll her clothes okv
Ihe alpost had the roje o,er her head when he jeban to stHtterv ‘9hvvvwhat are yoH 

doinb0 Non…t tage ok yoHr clothesPU
QaHsinb- she let it down enoHbh so she coHld loog at hipv ‘J…p ’Hst sEeedinb HE the 

Erocessv AHnninb aroHnd naged will let pe geeE py oHt.t intact Hntil J can reEair it- 
ribht0U

Se let oHt sopethinb that soHnded lige a cHrse as he stood HEv Yoinb o,er to his 
chapjer- he jroHbht oHt a wooden joRv 5racginb oEen the lid- he showed her se,eral 
sets ou needles and a uew sEindles ou colored threadv Jt was Eeruectv

‘Non…t Hse pore than is needed-U he orderedv
Ihe ba,e hip a pocginb salHtev ‘Oye- aye- caEtainv 2o thread wastinb shall occHrvU
Se looged pore conuHsed than anbry- and she coHldn…t helE jHt ueel a jit ou pirthv 

Facg in her roop- she went to worg paginb reEairsv There were a lot pore holes than she 
had realiVedv The claw pargs re?Hired that she cHt ok sope sheets urop her pageshiut 
jedroll- which was boinb to page it short enoHbh that her ueet woHld sticg oHt urop now 
onv

That didn…t really jother herv Jt was thin Eaddinb anywayv
Fy the tipe she was .nished- the others had started to stirv They went in broHEs ou two 

to relie,e thepsel,es oHtside- while Taniel jeban to set HE sope cold rations uor what she 
assHped was jreaguastv Se nodded to her when she retHrned the git and okered her a slice 
ou hard jreadv
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flania shoog her headv ‘J…p boodv J…d rather eat sope jeastie iu we rHn into onevU
That was the wronb thinb to say- aEEarently- accordinb to the loog on his uacev Se 

didn…t snaE at her- thoHbhv
Ihe retreated to her chapjer and Eacged HE her thinbsv That only toog a uew pinHtes- 

and the others were still bettinb ready- so she tried to uocHs on the new sgill the [Rock-
bear] had bi,en herv

[Body Conditioning] Aang N soHnded ,ery cool- jHt also not ,ery intHiti,ev Ihe 
closed her eyes and tried to EictHre herselu jeinb toHbher- lige the [Rockbear] had jeenv 
2othinb really haEEenedv 'ayje it was a Eassi,e ekect0 Ihe brajjed her gniue and slid it 
abainst her thHpjv Jt stHnb- and jlood welled alpost ippediatelyv

%rbh- she hated not gnowinb thinbsv 9orse- she hated the ueelinb that she coHldn…t asg 
jecaHse: well- lettinb sopeone gnow she had a sEeci.c sgill pibht jite her in the ass laterv 
9hat iu the pongs went hostile and- since they gnew ajoHt the sgill- they coHld nebate it 
jecaHse they gnew pore0

Ihe eyed the broHE  they were nearly readyv 5opEanions she coHldn…t uHlly trHstv 
IHddenly all the AQY bapes she had Elayed with Earty dynapics and the lige seeped to 
ha,e pissed ’Hst how jad broHEinb HE lige this wasv

‘flania- we are lea,inb-U Doren calledv
Ihe stood HE and uollowedv
The neRt cHr,e toog thep away urop the wateruall chapjer- on a bradHal HEward sloEev 

9ith Doren awage- she had a new tarbet to eRtract inuorpation uropv
‘9hat…s Eotency do0 The nHpjer jeside yoHr le,el and race on the statHs screen-U 

flania asgedv
Doren looged jacg at herv ‘That…s yoHr race and natHral caEajility uor learninb new 

sgills and ranginb thep HEv O norpal hHpan tends to je aroHnd Kz” Eoint- while those 
with sEecial ancestry pibht bet as hibh as ;-”””v Iope races lige el,es pibht reach K-””” 
or a little hibhervU

flania jlingedv Sers was GGGG  so it wasn…t e,en bi,inb her the uHll nHpjerv 9hat the 
hecgv

‘9hat ajoHt:what ajoHt depons0U she asgedv
Taniel snortedv ‘They ha,e the sape as their sHpponed racev Iad that yoH bot a jad 

nHpjer0U
‘J…p sHrErised that hHpans ha,e sHch a low startinb nHpjerv Noesn…t that pean they 

ha,e a hard tipe bettinb sgills0 J ueel lige it shoHld je re,ersed- with hHpans ha,inb a hibh 
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nHpjer and el,es lower jecaHse they li,e so pHch lonber: wait- el,es li,e lonber- ribht0U 
flania asgedv

Doren looged at her with a raised eyejrowv ‘They li,e uor se,eral thoHsand years- yesv 
9hy woHldn…t they learn uaster0 1oH don…t want to uHcg aroHnd with an eluv They HsHally 
ha,e doVens ou sgills in a wide ,ariety ou areasv Jt pages thep ,ery danberoHsv Cne ou the 
reasons they are disligedv ThanguHlly- they don…t en’oy ,isitinb 2eutasH and geeE to the 
C,erworld postlyvU

‘Cnly one ou the reasons0 9hy else aren…t they liged0U flania asgedv
‘9ellv They don…t ha,e issHes with eatinb EeoElev Jt…s said hHpans taste bood to thep-U 

Taniel answeredv ‘Iopethinb yoH Erojajly ha,e in copponvU
Chv They were those gind ou el,esv Ihe ibnored Taniel…s coppent ajoHt her own 

Ereuerences in ua,or ou another ?Hestionv
‘Ju yoH ha,e sope sgill yoH don…t Hnderstand or gnow ajoHt- is there a way to learn 

ajoHt it withoHt ha,inb to .nd sopeone to teach yoH0U she asgedv
Doren looged jacg at her abainv ‘Cther than trial and error0 2ot really- jHt iu yoH ha,e 

a sgill- yoH shoHld gnow how to Hse it alre U
Taniel held HE his .stv ‘ HietPU
f,eryone ’olted to a haltv They were at the threshold to a new ca,ern- this one relati,ely 

shaded with a lacg ou [Glow-Moss] and other uHnbiv Os she scanned the horiVon ou the 
ca,e- she sEotted what had EropEted Taniel…s caHtionv

‘5an…t page it oHt in this libht-U Doren copElainedv
‘Non…t worryv J can see thepv Jt is ’Hst a herd ou Aaluots U
Ser words trailed ok as she sEotted sopethinb larber in the center ou the herdv Ihe…d 

dispissed it as a larbe rocg- jHt then it po,ed- tHrninb two larbe sheeEymjo,ine eyes 
toward thepv

[Alpha Ralfot]
[You have gained a level in Identify!]
‘ OlEha AaluotPU
5Hrses erHEted urop the two senior pongs while the no,ices jeban to jacg steE the 

way they had copev
The larbe jrHte jeban to blow- Eawinb the broHnd and gicginb HE rocgs that sent the 

herd xeeinb in the other direction- a chorHs ou !'oojaaaU .llinb the ca,esv
‘J see it-U Taniel con.rpedv
Sow coHld he not with the uHcginb thinb blowinb lige a sEotlibht0
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Jt snorted- let oHt a jellow- and then charbedv



CHAPTER 38 – ALPHA

L ightning began to spark as the glow from the [Alpha Ralfot] intenside.I ut barrele. 
throcgh the va,ern towar.s themE sen.ing tremors throcgh the va,ern ’oor with 

eavh impavt of its hoo,esI zlaniaxs heart hammere. in her vhestE bct she kept her gaye 
dSe. on the vharging beastE stc.Ding its mo,ementI

Rhex. fave. “arkwalkersE !ayorsvalesE an. !ovkbearsE bct this [Alpha Ralfot] was a 
whollD .i”erent beast than the normal !alfots she ha. hcnte. beforeI ut was volossalE 
probablD large enocgh to gi,e vhallenge to the [Manzitore]I Rhe vocl. feel the magival 
energD pocring o” of it like an acra of some sortE an. the sparking lightning looke. 
.angerocsI

ut also eSplaine. whD there wasnxt anD [Glow-Moss] in the va,ernI
TRvatter;J ?aniel barke.W his ,oive was nearlD .rowne. oct bD the beastxs vhallenging 

vriesI
?he no,ives nee.e. no more prompting an. sprinte. .own the path the grocp ha. 

arri,e. fromI Horen took cp a dghting stanve an. steppe. forwar.I ?anielxs praDer bea.s 
vame octI

?heD were going to dght this thingM zlania swallowe. as she sprang into avtionE her 
legs varrDing her rapi.lD to the si.e of the va,ern with a spee. that scrprise. e,en herselfI 
“ocble vhevking her [Power] she vondrme. she ha.nxt reallD cse. anD for the mo,eI Oas 
that [Body Conditioning] at workM

?he [Alpha Ralfot] seeme. to fovcs on Horen as the vlosest targetE so that allowe. her 
to manec,er freelDI

Horen stoo. his grocn. with a .etermine. eSpressionI Ne slappe. his palms together 
an. a Dellow glow appeare. arocn. themI ?he light sprea. to scrrocn. his entire bo.DI 
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zlania still wasnxt scre how smart he was to take on the rampaging lightning9bcll9al9
pha9whate,er hea. onI

Rhe .rew a 0a,elin from her pavk an. gacge. the nee.e. tra0evtorDE bct Horen began to 
sprint forwar. before she vocl. line cp a shotI Rhe was going to nee. to get vloser to make 
scre she .i.nxt risk hitting himE so she 0cmpe. forwar. as wellE voming in from the si.eI

Hcst before the [Alpha Ralfot] an. Horen volli.e.E a massi,e gol.en brivk wall snappe. 
into eSistenveI ?anielxs vhant reavhe. a vresven.oE an. she shook the praDer bea.s in his 
han.sE vacsing the wall to sli.e right into the bcllxs faveI

ut was like the beast ha. rcn smavk .ab into a soli. wallW it vrcnvhe. into it hea,ilD 
before bocnving o” an. slamming into the ’oorI ?he bcllxs massi,e bo.D .cg cp rovk 
an. ’cng it in the opposite .irevtion as it ski..e. to a stopI Horen was right there to take 
a.,antageI Ne 0cmpe. into the air an. lan.e. with a kivkE then began a rapi. ’crrD into 
the beastxs si.eI

ut was a fcriocs assacltE bct zlania vocl.nxt help bct feel it wasnxt .oing enocgh 
.amageI Horen was absolctelD .warfe. bD the beastW he was stan.ing on its nevk an. 
slamming the pcnvhes towar.s where she asscme. anatomD ha. plave. its spineE bct4

Co time to thinkI Rhe arri,e. an. 0cmpe. cp herselfE not throwing her 0a,elin bct 
vharging it with [Power] an. 0amming it into the [Alpha Ralfot]xs si.eI ?he soft 
woo. smoke. as she regclate. the [Power] ’ow to the highest le,el she vocl. withoct 
invinerating the fragile weaponI Riyyling bloo. streame. oct in bcrsts that were in beat 
with the thingxs heartI

?he 5lpha was not .eterre.W it rolle. bavk onto its feet an. let oct a fcriocs T'oobaa;J 
that wocl. ha,e been fcnnD if it wasnxt voming from a bcil.ing siye. monsterI ut whippe. 
arocn.E sen.ing Horen ’Ding awaDE an. she ha. to .evi.e whether to let go an. get ’cng 
o” or cse both han.s to hol. on to the 0a,elin stivking oct of its si.eI

zlania .evi.e. to hol. onW the beast bcvke. an. 0olte.I ut wante. her .islo.ge. an. 
mo,e. the slam her into the va,ern wallI Rhe stcvk oct her feet an. pclse. her own [Pow-
er] into the limbsE an. when theD strcvk she kivke. o”E sen.ing a pierving shovkwa,e 
throcgh the wall that sent them ’Ding bavk into the venter of the va,ernI

Ri.e9stepping wasnxt a !alfot spevialitD an. the beast nearlD topple. o,erI ut ga,e her 
time to reavh behin. her bavk an. grab another 0a,elinI Rhe reinforve. it with [Power] 
then stabbe. it in the si.e againI

?he beast was not happDI ut tcrne. an. ventere. its rage on Horen an. vharge.I !ather 
than staD stillE zlania Danke. her drst 0a,elin octE releasing a torrent of bloo. spraDI ?hen 
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she forve. herself cp to 0ab the beast againI ?he sevon. 0a,elin vame octE an. she began 
to work her waD cp its bavkI Rhe wasnxt scre where she was goingE other than cpI

!ight cp cntil the beast reavhe. Horen an. lowere. its horns for a slashing sweepI 
?anielxs holD shiel. thing ’ashe. into eSistenve againE right in front of the attavkI ?he 
small scrfave area an. phDsivs 0oine. forves to applD a tremen.ocs forve on the hornW all 
the weight from the vharge vame to a sc..en stop in mcvh too short of a timeI

?here was a resocn.ing vravk as the impavting horn snappe.I ?he [Alpha Ralfot] 
somersaclte. into the airE taking her for a spin with itI Gefore theD lan.e.E she realiye. it 
was going to lan. right on top of herI

5 split9sevon. .evision ’ashe. in her min.I Hcmp free an. .o.ge or attavkI
?he earlier von,ersation aboct powerfcl things dghting voming .own to a battle of 

attrition ’ivkere.I
Oho the fcvk ha. time for thatM
zlania sho,e. more [Power] into the 0a,elins cntil theD ’ashe. into two pcre shafts of 

energDI Rhe pivtcre. them as rayor sharp swor.sI ?he bla.es elongate. insi.e the 5lphaE 
then she pclle. them apart si.ewaDsE making two enormocs gashes that vlea,e. throcgh 
the ’esh like bloo.D vanDonsI

qlipping bavkE she kivke. o” the beastxs ’eshE hcrling herself towar. the grocn.E 
twisting mi.9air to lan. on her heelsI 3rocvh transforme. into a powerfcl 0cmp as she 
slamme. the energD swor.s together to form a soli. beam of energDI 6ivtcring a knightxs 
lanve with a gcar. that vo,ere. her entire bo.DE she slamme. into the [Alpha] from 
belowE pcnvhing throcgh its torsoI

5 geDser of bloo. an. ,isvera ercpte. oct of the things bavk as she pcnvhe. throcghE 
the spraD falling like rain all arocn. as she slamme. into the veilingI Ner energD weapon 
.issipate.E an. she realiye. shex. near bcrnt herself oct with the attavkI

[Power: 23/252]
—ra,itD took bavk vontrolE an. she sprea. her legs an. arms oct like a sYcirrel to slow 

.own her fallI 5ir whippe. all arocn. her as the stone ’oor rapi.lD vame to meet herI Rhe 
vlose. her eDes an. vcrle. cp into a ball at the ,erD en.E onlD for there to be no impavtI

5 gol.en han. en,elope. her an. tcrne. her into a feather before gentlD setting her 
.ownI Ner hea. snappe. to ?anielE who was staring at her while .oing one of his praDer 
thingsI Nex. helpe. her; zlation dlle. her cntil the [Alpha Ralfot] let oct a snortE vacsing 
her to whirl arocn. an. 0cmp bavkI
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Now was the thing not .ea.M Oas it seriocslD still going after ha,ing half its internals 
splattere. onto the veilingM

ut starte. to trD to rise when Horenxs glowing Dellow foot slamme. into its skcllI ?he 
blow bocnve. the thingxs hea. on the rovkE smashing a small vrater into the va,ernI ?aniel 
raise. his praDer bea.s an. starte. to go all vhantD againE an. the glowing points forme. 
on the bcllxs bo.DI

Horen 0cmpe. between eavh oneE slamming a dst or kivk into eavh spotE vacsing a 
shovkwa,e of power to blow throcgh eavh oneI ut seeme. like the Dellow marks ?aniel 
ma.e vacse. eavh hit on that eSavt lovation to tcrn into something like a vritival hitI

ut was ,erD e”evti,eI ?he [Alpha Ralfot] went limp on its si.eE .ea. or .DingI
[Your party has defeated an Alpha Ralfot!]
[You have gained multiple levels!]
“ea. thenE she vorrevte. mentallDI
Horen sli. o” the thingxs torso an. lan.e. on his feetI Rhe took the moment to restore 

her panting to normal breathing as her lcngs worke. to keep cpI z,erDthing felt hea,D 
an. her entire bo.D tingle. from the eSvess .isvharge of [Power] that ha. left her nearlD 
.raine.I —ra,itD felt like it was trDing to revlaim her as she dnallD stoo. cpI

TOow4that thing was4bigEJ zlania pante.I
Horen no..e.I T5lpha monsters are ,erD .angerocs e,olction of more normal vrea9

tcresI u am scrprise. we focn. one so vlose to the vitDE thocghIJ
TOellE we took it .ownE bct uxm reallD .raine.EJ zlania replie.I Rhe tcrne. to look at 

the massi,e vorpse as she vonsi.ere. whether absorbing it was4 safeI
?aniel 0cmpe. in front of herE an angrD eSpression appearing on his faveI TRtaD bavkE 

.emonI ?his one isnxt for DocIJ
Rhe froye an. stare. at himI Na.nxt she helpe. take it .ownM 5nger vocrse. throcgh 

her in response to him 0cst asscming there wasnxt a .isvcssion on what theD wocl. .o 
with it;

Ne tcrne. an. stro.e cp to the beastxs mocthE then vlimbe. into its mocthE stri.ing cp 
its limp tongceI Ohen he reavhe. near the bavk of its throatE he raise. his han.s an. began 
to vhantI 5 bloo.D lcmp lowere. itself from the ’esh an. then rippe. its waD throcgh the 
sinewI

ut was a massi,e gol.en orbI Ohen it lowere. to ?anielxs palmsE it began to glow an. 
then shrank itself .own to something the siye of a baseballI
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5nnoDanve warre. with vcriositD as she stare. at the glowing gol. orb that looke. like 
it was ma.e of soli. gol.I TOhat the hevk is thatMJ

Horen frowne.I Tutxs a monster voreE a high gra.e one that‘J
TCot for Doc to knowE “emon;J ?aniel shocte.I Ne whirle. arocn.E his fave twiste. 

in an apoplevtiv hatre.I T8oc shocl. know Docr plave;J
Ner eDes wi.ene. as he sprinte. .own the tongce an. 0cmpe. at herI !e’eSes .clle. 

bD her low [Power] she wasnxt able to .o.ge the dst that slamme. into her faveI Nar.I 
?he blow lifte. her into the airE an. she ’ew bavkwar. an. slamme. into a rovk with a 
vrcnvhI Rhe rolle. onto her si.e as she hit the grocn. an. starte. to get bavk cp when she 
realiye. her nose an. front teeth were a bloo.DE shattere. messI

Rhe spit oct the tooth shar.s as hot liYci. an. pain dlle. her mocthI Nex. trie. to kill 
her; Tqc9”k‘Dc;J

Ne reavhe. her an. swcng again with his free han.E the other hol.ing onto the orb 
protevti,elDI Rhe .cvke. cn.er the strike an. slamme. her knee into his vhestI Ne ’ew 
bavk bct lan.e. on his feetI uf it ha. been HorenE she was afrai. shex. be .ea.E bct ?aniel 
wasnxt as strong in a dstivc”I

TOhat the hell are Doc two .oing;J Horen shocte. at them bothI
?aniel ignore. him an. lcnge. at her againI Rhe .e’evte. the blowE then ma.e one of 

her own onlD for him to parrD itI Ner [Improvised Combat] skill was vlearlD inferior to 
whate,er martial arts training he ha. an. her boSing like mo,es were .e’evte. at e,erD 
tcrn while a plethora of kivks an. vhops strcvk her from e,erD .irevtionI

Rc..enlDE he grapple. her wrist an. lovke. her elbow 0oint before forving her forwar. 
an. slamming her alrea.D bloo.ie. fave into the grocn.I Rhe let oct a svream an. rolle.E 
snapping her 0oint painfcllD bct allowing her to wrap a leg arocn. him an. forve him into 
a stra..leI

Rhe was low on powerE bct she was still farE far stronger than an cnenhanve. hcmanI 
?aniel was a monkE bct he seeme. to be a spellvaster9tDpeI Rhe slamme. her forehea. into 
his faveI ?wiveI

5 Dellow orb forme. between them an. slamme. into her vhestE knovking her o” of 
himI Rhe lan.e. painfcllD on her fravtcre. armE skipping se,eral meters before rolling 
onto her feet to fave himI ?he monk dnishe. stan.ing bavk cpE staring bavk at her with 
his now bloo.ie. faveI
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zlania reavhe. cp to her vhest an. fovcse. on the mana shar.I ut was waDE waD past 
time for her to pcll a .rag of power oct of itI Gefore she vocl. .o soE Horen 0cmpe. in 
between themI

?aniel attavke. anDwaDE ignoring his fellow monk vompletelDI Ohen Horen mo,e. an. 
intervepte.E ?anielxs dst stoppe. a few ventimeters from the other monkxs faveI

T6eaveE brotherE cnless Doc mean to kill meEJ he sai.I
Rhe wasnxt scre how Horenxs ,oive was so valmI
Gct somehowE it worke.I ?aniel was froyen in plaveE a kalei.osvope of emotions 

rcnning avross his faveI Horen reavhe. oct an. took the gol.en orb that was vlctvhe. in 
?anielxs dngersI 5s soon as the vonnevtion was brokenE ?aniel vollapse. like a rag9.ollI

Horen sat .ownE vross9legge.E an. hel. the orb cp in his palmsI 5 ’ash of light dlle. 
itE then it sc..enlD vlaride.E the gol.en volor .issol,ing cntil the vore was vompletelD 
transparent with a single gol.en grape in the venterI

Ner shocl.er ,ibrate. an. then poppe. loc.lD as the 0oint forve. itself bavk into plave 
on its ownE eliviting a paine. 5rgh;x from herI ?he rest of the bones in her shattere. arm 
knit themsel,es bavk together as wellI Ner fave throbbe. painfcllD as she felt the bcil.cp 
an. then ercption of new teethI

?he no,ives arri,e. an. stare. at the svene in horrorI
Horen let oct a paine. sighI T5re Doc alrightE zlaniaMJ
Ner eDes ’ivkere. to himE her eSpression gcar.e.I TCoIJ
“ragging power from the mana shar. nowE an. be rea.D for a dghtM ?hat wocl. be a 

massi,e .rain on itE vonscming half the store. powerI Rhe glanve. at the [Alpha Ralfot] 
vorpse an. then stoo. an. starte. walking towar. it in a hcrrDI

Horen valle. oct to herI TzlaniaMJ
Rhe ignore. him an. grabbe. the .ea. bcllxs cnbroken hornI
[Absorb the lingering Power from Alpha Ralfot?]
?he message was .i”erent from the normal animals shex. hcnte.I ut was the same 

message the Gone “emon ha. gi,en herI Rhe took itI
[You have absorbed 445 Power!]
[Your body has reached the limit of its capacity for Power!]
[Find a stronger body or reduce your current Power!]
[Your body has far exceeded the limit of its capacity for Power!]
[Your body is experiencing extreme thermal degradation!]
[Your body is slightly adapting.]
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[Due to your high Power, Regeneration is enhanced!]
[Power: 468/264]
zlania svreame. as all her senses vacght dre at onveI ?he 5lpha tcrne. into a blanket 

of gol.en light motes that blankete. herE threatening to vonscme her entirelDI
Rhex. literallD tcrne. into a glowing hcman torvh of energDI
un the bavk of her min.E in the small part that wasnxt writhing in agonD from the painE 

she thocght that maDbe .evi.ing things ,ia attrition wocl.nxt be so ba.I



CHAPTER 39 – CONTRACTS

T he energy that cloaked her had died down from an inferno to just turning her into 
an omni-directional radioactive yellow .ashlightI

pt had taken an hour of her sitting while attembting to meditate to Slock out the bainI 
,lotting out [Throwing] for [Crisis Management] had helbed with that consideraSlyx 
Sut it was still a terrifying e’berienceI ,he wasnqt sure if she would have made it without 
an on-demand skill that was the worldqs ePuivalent to zroWacI

Ahen the bain had died down and she had Seen aSle to think she had connected to her 
mana shard and dumbed the e’cess into itI That had calmed things downx Sut abbarently 
there was still more energy left overI pt just hadnqt Seen aSle to enter her SodyI

The light swirled around her for a while until it stuck to her like a glowing layer of 
baintI pt slowly aSsorSed into herx heating ub her [Power] level again until she was over 
the limit and Surning againI pt was like Seing covered in radioactive falloutI Ahen the 
amount of [Power] Secame too uncomfortaSlex she dumbed it into her mana shardI

‘nother mark for Jmana shardq critical to survivalx although in this case she broSaSly 
could have hurled a [Power] Sall into a wall or something to relieve the overchargeI

Taniel was combletely unconsciousx and Horen had to carry him like a brincess as they 
continued the trek toward the ne’t waystationI The novices seemed to have gone bast the 
terriEed crying stage to the emotionally e’hausted WomSie oneI

To the groubqs creditx they had rested and waited for her to get the rambaging [Power] 
storm under controlI Row much that was Secause Taniel was knocked outx she wasnqt 
sureI There was still a Puestion that was Surning as hot as the over-limit heat .ooding her 
SodyI
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Ralfway to the ne’t cavernx she Enally Slurted it outI ”Horenx why did Taniel attack 
meD;

Lebending on his answerx she was going to sblit from the groubI ,he worked her jaw 
in her mouthx her mouth still hurt from the new teeth suddenly growing and erubting to 
shove the shattered old ones outI That was not a magical e’berience she wanted to relive 
again anytime soonI

Horen looked at her with an abologetic smileI ”pqm sorryI Re wouldnqt have done that 
normallyI;

,he raised an eyeSrowI ”Reqs not kebt his disdain hidden the entire timeI;
zausingx Horen reached into his roSe and bulled out the clear crystal orS with the gold 

centerI pnstinctivelyx she identiEed itI
[Monster Core – Ralfot]
”This is a monster coreC they form inside of J‘lbhaq class Seasts that have Seen e’bosed 

to a dungeonI Ahen rawx they can invoke and amblify emotions when handledx; Horen 
e’blainedI

Olania eyed the core warilyI Ahen he handed it to herx she was surbrisedI ”AhatD ptqs 
safe nowD;

Re noddedI ”p buriEed itI Taniel tried to do so himselfx Sut only bartly did so Sefore 
he lost his combosureI;

Yost his combosureI ps that what they were calling his attembted homicide nowD
”Ahyqd he handle it if he couldnqt burify it safelyD; Olania askedI
Horen shook his headI ”Re should have Seen aSle to handle itx Sut p susbect his 

own emotions were unstaSleI 0ne of the aSilities of conclave monks is to control their 
emotions so they can burify the coresI;

…ontrol their emotionsD ”Ronestlyx heqs done a shit joS of controlling his emotions 
from what pqve seenI;

0ne of the novices sboke ubI ”Taniel is from an orbhanage that was massacred Sy a 
demonI;

Olania eyed the young manx and she shrunk SackI ,he didnqt argueI 0f coursex it was 
something like thatx rightD

Horen sighedI ”Mou can keeb the coreI Mou earned it Eghting the thing anyway and 
fromN what habbened afterI;

”ps it valuaSleD; Olania askedI
”ptqs broSaSly worth a large goldx maySe twox; Horen rebliedI
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,he wasnqt sure how much that wasx so it was her ne’t PuestionI
Re gave her a Puick rundownI ”‘ cheab room at an innx with a mealx is broSaSly one 

small silver in 1eftasuI +b to a large silver in one of the surrounding outbostsI Ten small 
coins to one largex with cobberx silverx and gold denominationsI;

,ox it was worthN ten small goldsx one hundred large silversx or a thousand small onesD 
That was Bx666 days of rentx thenI That was an imbressively siWed rewardx although she 
wasnqt sure how much other things in the city costI

'aySe the rent and food were cheabI ‘lthough living in the city could bossiSly not Se 
the Sest choiceI pf beoble hated demonsx then maySe an outbost where she could stay in 
the caverns and hunt things to get stronger would Se SestI

Olania frownedI Aas she considering living in the +nderdark for the rest of her lifeD ,he 
had gotten used to the endless cavernsx Sut it was dangerous without PuestionI 'aySe the 
J0verworldq would Se SetterD —eing Sack under a normal Slue sky would Se niceI

,he tucked the core into her backI ,omehow her outEt hadnqt Seen a3ected Sy the 
[Power] surgex which wasN a miracleI ‘lso good for her sanityx Secause if she ended ub 
naked every time something like that habbenedx she was going to go insaneI 0r Secome 
an e’hiSitionistI

The stony bath slowly morbhed from uncut and unhewn stone into an actual bathI 
,tone and Srick tiles were mostly worn or damaged along the wayx Sut they were un-
douStaSle evidence that at one boint there had Seen a civiliWation in the areaI

They followed it for several hours Sefore they reached a small cavern that was Elled with 
ruinsI The waystation was located inside one of the Suildings that dug into the cavernqs 
sideI ‘ small bond and stream ran around it to feed a small bond that was full of lily-bad 
like growths and mushroomsI The high ceiling gave o3 a feeling that the sbace was much 
larger than it actually wasx like they were at the Sottom of a massive chasmI

”Aeqll rest here until Taniel wakes ubx; Horen saidI
Olania frownedI ”p didnqt hurt him too SadlyD p hit him bretty hardI There wasnqt any 

room to bull my bunchesI;
Horen gave her a reassuring smileI ”p did some Erst-aidI Re should heal Enex Sut heqll Se 

Sruised bretty Sadly for the ne’t few daysI;
There was an e’hausted and worn tinge to the air as Horen activated the waystationqs 

brotective EeldI
[WY#88 has accepted your unauthorized presence in order to rectify a security 

boundary.]
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,he felt tiredx tooI 1ot bhysically tiredx the high level of energy coursing through her 
saw to thatx Sut emotionally and mentallyI pt was going to Se hard to restx and a Sit 
selEshlyx she hobed Taniel wouldnqt wake ub for a whileI

Taking the chamSer nearest the e’itx she found that this station was slightly Setter 
ePuibbedI There was a [Tower-Cap] divider she immediately debloyed that only left a 
small obeningI That was a nice ubgrade to brivacyx which was nicex even if the only thing 
she intended to do was lay down for a whileI

That turned into two solo hours of bracticing [Mana Manipulation] so she could 
brecisely control the .ow of [Power] into the mana shardI pt was like holding the jaws of 
an angry Sear oben while trying to feed it a sboonful of easy to sbill liPuid while a vacuum 
cleaner was trying to reach out of its throat and drain her bondI 0ver and overI

pt got easier with bracticeI
—y the time she stobbed glowingx sheqd raised the skillqs rank to ,G which felt like a Sig 

triumbhI
[You have gained a Rank in Mana Manipulation!]
pt raised the Puestion thoughx what skill came after [Mana Manipulation]D Aith no 

skill tree and just the e’blanation that skills evolved and usually carried the SeneEts of 
brevious versionsN wellx she would have breferred a list or someone to tell her what was 
ne’tI

,heqd just have to End out on her ownx she guessedI
1o one had Sothered her or interrubted her bracticex so she beeked out to survey the 

common roomI The novices had but ub their own divider and were likely inside their 
roomI Taniel was laid out on a sleebing matx still out coldI Horen sat Sy the slow Surning 
cambErex watching the entrance in silenceI

,ox a bretty normal sight for a waystation cambI ,he bobbed out and greeted the senior 
monkI

”pf youqre tiredx p can keeb watchx; Olania o3eredI
Horen shook his headI ”pqm Ene for nowI;
”Then doF;
Re cut her o3 with a grinI ”,urex ask awayI;
—ahx was she too bredictaSleD …learing her throatx Olania came ub with the Erst Pues-

tion on her mindI ”Ae are getting closer to the cityx p thinkI ptqs Seen whatx three daysD 
Aasnqt it subbosed to Se a weekD;
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”Ae sort of took a shortcut after 'arcus disabbearedI 9ight through the 9aWorscale 
migrationx; Horen e’blainedI Re glanced over at herI ”AorriedD;

”p amI p donqt know anything aSout the cityI Aill p Se alright going thereD; Olania askedI
”zeoble wonqt like youx esbecially without a contractI p donqt think youqll have trouSle 

getting inx SutN there might Se Puestions from the !uardI They have the Enal say and 
could deny you entryI;

”—ut likex beoble arenqt going to try and murder mex are theyD 5orm a moS and stone 
me in the streetD; ,he couldnqt helb Sut look over at Taniel as she askedI

”pNp donqt think sox Sut it would broSaSly Se Sest to keeb a low broEleI 'aySeNmake 
a contract with someone so the stigma of J+nSound Lemonq isnqt around your neckx; he 
suggestedI

Re didnqt think soD That was not the most combelling of bhrases and didnqt insbire 
conEdenceI

”p donqt even know how that worksI The only contract thing p saw was when the —lack 
…andle cultist berson o3ered me onex and p rejected it without even lookingx; Olania saidI

”OhI ,hould Se bretty simbleI …ontracts arenqt just a demon thingC bowerful mages use 
them as wellI Lonqt you have a [Contract] function in your systemD; Horen askedI

,he Slinked and bulled ub her [Status] looking for anything contract relatedI
[Status: Elania Reyes]
[Level 44 Lesser Demon (Summoned Potency 9999+)]
[Karma: 12345]
[Power: 322/321]
[Perks: (Summoned from Another World!) (Regeneration) (Demonic Trans-

formation)]
[Class: Darkwalker Huntress]
[Skill Slots: 4]
[Slotted Skills: Improvised Combat (Rank S+), Stealth (Rank S+), Mana Ma-

nipulation (Rank S+), Basic Handcrafting (Rank E)]
[AUnities: (Demonic), (Mana), (Darkwalker)]
[Magical: Demonic Aura (Rank A) (Deactivated)]
[Physical: Body Conditioning (Rank D), Mobility (Rank E), Darkvision (Rank 

B) (Activated), Throwing (Rank S+), Tracking (Rank S+)]
[Mundane: Identify (Rank B), 0niversal Speech (Rank S), Reading (Rank A), 

Writing (Rank B), Crisis Management (Rank S+)]
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MebI 1o sign of contracts or anythingx so it wasnqt on her [Status] sheetN
'aySeN maySe it was its own thingD
pnstead of [Status] she tried to bicture in her mind what [Contract] would look like 

and suddenly a new screen bobbed into e’istenceI
[Contracts: Elania Reyes]
[(Available: 1) (Active: N)]
[(Contract Essence Draw: -N.5)]
[Conqguration: Default]
[(Contractor: Elania Reyes, (Contractee: ’one Speciqed), (Duration: Indeq-

nite)]
[(Re uirements/Contractor: Contractor shall protect Contractee from harm 

to the best of their ability.)]
[(Re uirements/Contractee: Contractee shall provide Contractor with suU-

cient essence to sustain Contractor for the contract s duration. Contractee shall 
not seek any harm to the Contractor. Contractee shall surrender their soul to 
Contractor upon death.)]

[(Penalty/Contractor: Contractor shall forfeit any right to Contractee s soul 
upon violation of their re uirements.)]

[(Penalty/Contractee: Contractee shall forfeit their soul and life immediately 
upon failure of any violation of their re uirements.)]

Aellx there it wasI The mention of the …ontractee giving ub their soul immediately 
made her feel uncomfortaSleI zeoble had souls in this worldx and they were items that 
could Se given ubD pt was like a — movie scribt where the devil tried to get someone to give 
ub their soulI

‘ sudden feeling of symbathy for non-sabient demons Elled herI They didnqt even get 
a chance to read the contracts Sefore they were forced to sign themI Ahy would anyone 
Se surbrised that after they Secame smarter and learned that they were slavesx the demons 
lashed out if they got the chanceD

,hitty worldI
”p donqt want there to Se friction if we get to the cityI Ahy donqt we sign a contractD; 

Olania askedI
‘ series of gasbs from the novicesq room drew her attentionI ‘bbarentlyx they had Seen 

eavesdrobbing on the conversationI The younger monks Surst out of the room in a hurryI
”,eniorx wait ;
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”Row could heN;
”Lonqt do it ;
Horen gave all of them a Erm look and they retreatedI Re gave her an abologetic shake 

of the headI ”…onclave memSers are forSidden from ever signing any contracts with 
demonsI pt would combromise our bosition and statusI;

Olania frownedI …ombromise their status as the Sogey-men who hunted down rogue 
demonsD Aas it a cob-out or legitimate refusalD ,he didnqt know enough to Se aSle to tellI 
9ules were rulesx she guessedI

‘ Sit more e’berimentation with the new [Contract] screen broved that if she 
changed the contract from defaultx she could manibulate the terms almost at willI 

,he removed the benaltiesx made the duration a few daysx and edited the terms to 
simbly Se that they would work together to get to the city as barty memSersI 1o soul 
shenanigans involvedI

pt seemed validx and she marked Horen as the …ontractee and sent itI
”Row aSout thisD; Olania activated the contract and assumed that he received itI
Horen looked ub with alarmx then reached out and waved his hand awayI ”Lonqt do 

that  p told you noI;
”Mou didnqt even read it ; Olania oSjectedI
”p canqt  p said no  ptqs anathema ; he yelled Sack at herI
Olania Sit her libI ”p just donqt want to Se discriminated againstI;
”pqm sorryI p canqt helb with thatI; Horen looked away and turned Sack toward the 

entryway to the waystationI
Re was the only one that had Seen Jniceq to herI ,he liked himI
Thatqs broSaSly why it felt like SetrayalI
pf Taniel had told her thatx she wouldnqt have cared at allI



CHAPTER 40 – TRANSFORMATION

E lania sat on a boulder outside the waystation entrance, humming a half-remem-
bered tune from one of her favorite fantasy music channels back home. One of the 

novices had been in and out a few times to fetch water, and each time gave her a funny 
expression.

Maybe they weren’t used to musical demons? Or maybe she was just bad at humming. 
She certainly hadn’t earned any music related skill from her attempts, which was unfair. 
She was doing her best.

Waiting for Taniel to wake up was boring, and she reached out to swat the small 
[System] bar that represented her contract screen to send it spinning like a spin-top 
balanced on her Fnger. Why couldn’t things be easy?

qiguring out that her [System] screens weren’t zuite as static as she had imaged was a 
nice revelation. She’d rearranged everything to feel more comfortable, including adjusting 
the color, opacity, text, font, and siIe. Nf she wanted, she could plaster them against a wall 
like a full siIe projection, or attach them to her forearm or clothing.

…o one could see them but her, but it was a nice touch for just looking at things andJ 
thinking about them.

The Frst thing she had made was a nice gauge for her [Power] stat that she kept active 
somewhere, unobtrusive. Nt was, in her opinion, her most vital statistic since it acted as 
her life bar, mana bar, and food bar all rolled into one.

“oren called her from inside the waystation. !Elania”D
She glanced over her shoulder at him. !What’s up?D
Nt took some e'ort to stiAe a giggle and smile when he actually looked at the ceiling, 

looking slightly confused, before looking back to her. !Taniel’s still unconscious. N want 
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to try a few herbal remedies to see if they would help. 7ould you Fnd a few mushrooms 
for me?D

Elania shrugged and then hopped o' the boulder. !Sure, N guess. What do you need, 
exactly?D

9e pulled out a leather pouch, along with a leather glove. !Most important ones are 
[Fenicia’s Fungal Growth] and some [Bright Stem] mushrooms.D

She eyed the leather glove as she accepted it and the pouch.
!0ou’ll want these. Con’t get the qenicia anywhere near your eyes, nose, ears, mouth 

orJD 9is gaIe crept downward and then his cheeks turned red as he looked away.
She wanted to know just who qenicia was and why she had been sticking mushrooms 

between her legs, but she didn’t Fgure the poor embarrassed monk would know. Scratch 
that. She didn’t want to know.

!N’ve seen the qenicia before, but what does the [Bright Stem] look like?D Elania asked.
!They are the small ones that like to grow on the sides of rocks near the water. They 

have long spines with a bright glow coming from underneath the cap,D “oren explained.
Elania nodded. !Easy enough. N think N saw them near the pond when we came in.D
Ten minutes later she had already Flled half the pouch with the [Bright Stem] while 

still looking for more qenicia. Nt was ten times more annoying than she imagined, because 
all the ones she spotted were growing on small ledges that were too hard to reach. There 
was no way she was going to take the risk of jumping up to one and face planting into it 
with all the warning labels.

%y the time she had the leather pouch full, it had taken a full hour. 6ctually, it was 
more like R8P full, but if “oren wanted more qenicia, he was going to have to get it himself. 
qollowing the stream back toward the waystation, she noticed one of the novices gathering 
some waterJ

With a [Razorscale] sneaking up on him from behind.
Elania hastily broke into a run toward them. She didn’t have her javelins with her, just 

her knife.
Moving as fast as she could, she almost made it in time. When it became clear the 

[Razorscale] was about to lunge, she shouted a warning. !Kun”D
The novice looked at her and was afraid of the wrong thing, freeIing in place. The 

overgrown alligator monster snapped down on his leg, eliciting a pained scream. Nt yanked 
him o' his feet easily, then began to drag him away.
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Lanicked, she slammed on her [Demonic Aura] and pulsed a burst of power into it, 
directing it straight forward. She wasn’t sure of the e1cacy, but the [Razorscale] did 
pause and release the novice to turn on her.

9e screamed and scampered through the pond away just as she reached the monster. 
Nt snapped at her but she sidestepped the bite. “umping over a claw swipe, she jumped 
onto the beast’s back. The knife wasn’t an idea weapon, even as she reinforced the edge 
with [Power] and began to poke holes in the [Razorscale]’s back.

Nt scrambled to remove her, but she held on for a half doIen stabs before it twisted in 
the water and managed to Aip her o'. 6 hot searing pain Aared up her left arm as large 
teeth dug into her upper arm.

The new position had one small beneFt. Nt gave her access to its throat, and she jabbed 
her knife into the soft skin there and slashed a cut all the way to where the thing’s jawbones 
connected. That made a large opening and while they struggled, she jabbed her hand into 
the opening.

The once crystal-clear water of the pond had turned a murky burgundy by the time the 
beast stopped struggling.

[You have absorbed 22 Power!]
[You have gained Razorscale ACnity!]
[Eonsume more Razorscale Tssence to enable Razorscale fransMormation!]
9er arm burned like Fre, and the Fght had ended up a net neutral [Power] wise. “oren 

ran out of the waystation straight for them.
!What happened?D he shouted.
!6 [Razorscale] ambushed him,D she panted. Lain blossomed in her arm and wasn’t 

going away. 7onfused, she pulled her robe away and was horriFed by what she saw.
Nnstead of fresh baby soft skin, there were writhing abscessed pockets bubbling there. 

!6hh” quck”D
“oren went for the novice Frst. !6llen” 6llen” Stay with me”D
6 white light appeared from “oren’s hands, but she was too preoccupied with her own 

ordeal to pay much attention. Slowly she realiIed that the [Razorscale] had somehow 
injected something into her arm with the bite, and her [Regeneration] had caused her 
skin to heal over it, trapping it inside.

9oly shitJ was the bite infected like some type of super poison ‘omodo dragon thing?
She glanced over at the novice “oren was tending to and felt a moment of panic. The 

young man was dead, his eyes glassed over. The area where the [Razorscale] had bitten 
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him had begun to melt like wax too close to a Aame. Melted Aesh began to spill into the 
water. “oren was still trying to use his glowy hands to help.

%eing dissolved like that was horrible. That was what was happening to her? She 
couldn’t let it happen.

9er knife was still bloodied— she pulsed a Aare of [Power] through it, blaIing o' the 
outer layer of grime. Then she pointed the cleaned blade at her arm. The painful writhing 
Aesh was mercifully not working its way higher, but it was still fully active.

Elania stabbed herself.
6 splatter shield would have been a good idea.
The contents of the pustule were the most foul-smelling lizuid ever. Worse than even 

the Mushroohum compost baby boxes.
Lain wracked her in pulses that were as bad as having her nerves regrown. [Erisis 
anagement] wasn’t blocking things out. Cistantly, she realiIed that she’d stabbed a 

second one. 6t that point, the thought of cutting her arm o' just so she could grow a 
new one seemed to be the smartest idea.

%ut she didn’t have an axe. 9oly shit, what if the thing had bitten her somewhere other 
than her arm? 9ow many KaIorscales had she fought, how many times had she come close 
to getting bitten?

Elania rolled onto her back, panting heavily. “oren’s face appeared as he stood above 
her, looking down with a frown. !Nt bit you, and you’re still alive somehow.D

9e knelt down and put his hands on her shoulder and examined her infected arm. 9e 
shouted something to someone and then she realiIed they were carrying her up to the 
waystation. Nt would have been heartwarming if she wasn’t in so much pain. They placed 
her on her thin bedroll.

She reached up and grabbed “oren’s wrist when he turned to leave for something.
!7an you chop it o'?D Elania asked, tears Aowing freely from the corners of her eyes.
6 panicked look appeared on his face at the zuestion. !N can try some holy magic on 

it, but it might hurt since you are a demon.D
!Wh...whatever. “ust do it”D she hissed.
Uight Aared around his hands as he laid them on her arm.
Nt turned out holy healing magic was a bad idea. 9e stopped almost immediately, but 

it seemed like whatever he had done had multiplied the constant Aare of pain. Nt Flled her 
entire body.

She was vaguely aware of her screams when everything went black.
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Elania raised her nose and sni'ed the air, the scent of terriFed Aeeing Kalfots clear in 
the still cavern air. One passed by her hiding spot and she transformed into a silent Aash 
of movement, leaping from stone to stone. The distance between her and her prey was 
devoured rapidly until she spotted a vulnerable target.

The young Kalfot screeched as she pounced and tumbled with it to the cavern Aoor. 
7laws rent deep gashes through the calf’s side, spilling precious life blood. The rest of 
the Aeeing herd paid the encounter no mind, and she bit down hard on the carcass and 
dragged it to a safe alcove.

The taste and sense of fresh blood Flled her mouth. The hunt was good. 6 feeling of 
satisfaction Flled her as she Fnished the meal, and she found a safe, hidden alcove to curl 
up in.

When she woke up from the dream, she felt the need for a massive, spine curving 
stretch. Nt felt wonderful. The absence of pain was welcome. 7racking an eye open, she 
found herself inside her chamber in the waystation, her stu' pooled in a pile on the Aoor. 
Opening her mouth wide, she let out a yawn.

When she looked out into the common room, the light was dim— everyone was asleep. 
9er ears Aicked as the soft sounds of steady breathing highlighted the occupation of two 
chambers. The three remaining novices were together, while Taniel and “oren were asleep 
in the same room.

She poked her head around the divider, her tail swishing of its own accord. Sure 
enough, “oren and Taniel were fast asleep exactly where she had pinpointed them to be. 
Nt seemed everyone was exhausted and tired after all the Fghting.

Nt wasn’t like she had much to do, so she decided to take up the watch herself. Uaying 
down at “oren’s feet, she watched the entrance to the waystation.

Eventually, she nodded o' for a nap since nothing happened.
Something tried to move underneath her, and she shifted her weight so she could 

stretch from head to tail as best she could. 6 small, panicked noise had her ears rotating as 
she tried to go back to sleep. The noise grew louder and then a hand landed on her head. 
Nt szueeIed her ear”
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Nt was too rough” qinally opening her eyes, she found “oren was trying to push her head 
away. She let out a warning growl, and he froIe. Standing up, she rubbed her cheek on 
his face before walking a short distance away and licking her foot. She needed to clean 
between her claws.

!Elania?D “oren asked hesitantly, still froIen on his bedroll.
She turned and tilted her head at him. !“oren?D
The sound came out through the Flter of an oversiIed female Carkwalker. 9is eyes 

widened at the sound, and he looked extremely worried. 9e looked torn between trying 
to Aee or not.

She wasn’t that scary, was she? Ceciding to give him some reassurance, she prowled 
over to him and gave him another friendly nuIIle.

!9aJhaJhaaa. Elania, why are you an oversiIed Carkwalker?D “oren stammered out.
That was a good zuestion. She started to try to vocaliIe something when he held up 

a hand. !N don’t understand. Uet’s try yes and no zuestions. Tilt your head left for …o’ 
and right for 0es,’ alright?D

9a” This game was simple. She settled down onto her haunches and tilted her head to 
the right. 9e almost seemed surprised that she got it right.

!6re you Elania?D he asked.
What kind of stupid zuestion was that? She tilted her head to the right again.
9e seemed at a loss for words. !Ok... umm. Co you know why you are a Carkwalker?D
9mm. Elania thought about it. She knew part of why it was that stupid transforma-

tion thing that happened during the big Fght, somehow activating on its own when she 
blacked out from the pain but she didn’t think that was what he was after. She didn’t 
have any idea why the transformation had activated this time.D

She tilted her head to the left.
9e let out a sigh. !6lrightJ do you know how to transform back?D

hm. Kight. Transforming back into a humanJ she wasn’t sure what to do, and when 
she tried to think about being a human again, nothing happened. 9er [Status] didn’t 
appear when she called it, either. That was annoying. Was the only way back to burn out 
all her [Power] like before?

She tilted her head to the left again.
“oren let out a sigh. !6lright. Well, just wait here a moment. N need to tell the others 

before they see you and panic.D
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Elania considered. 9unger was absent, so she Fnally agreed with a nod and laid down, 
putting her chin on her feet. What was the big deal, anyway? She felt Fne in her new form.

!“ustJjust remember, don’t eat Taniel.D “oren said as he stepped out.
She let out an acknowledging rumble. …o promises.



CHAPTER 41 – DARKWALKING

U nfortunately, whatever Joren was up to didn’t take long enough, and he imme-
diately began to bug her just as she was dozing o.“ YTou’ll frighten ”aniel if he 

wakes up with you hovering over him“W
?hat was the problem with thatA
c sudden iSky smell wrinkled her nose, and she realized it was the sSent of fear Soming 

o. the three noviSes“ ”hey eaSh were peeking out from their Shamber’s divider“ ?hy did 
they have to be suSh sSaredy-SatsA

Dhe deSided to inform them of their failings with a low roar, whiSh eliSited a series of 
shrieks and their disappearanSe“

Joren gave her a reprimanding look“ YHon’t sSare them like that“W
Imm“ ?ell, she’d Sonsider it“ Ier tail swished baSk and forth as she followed him to 

the waystation’s entranSe“ Y?hy don’t you go keep an eye out and make sure no more 
[Razorscale] sneak up on usA E’m hoping ”aniel wakes up soon“W

Dhe tilted her head in Suriosity“ Ie wanted her to leaveA Iunting for some Sreatures 
outside was tempting, but she wasn’t hungry“

”ilting her head to the left, she turned and found the Sorner and Surled up into a ball, 
ignoring Joren’s demands“ Et was a pleasant Sorner, and she wanted to do what she wanted, 
not what she was told“

Rventually, the noviSes Same out of their hiding spaSe but did not stop with their wary 
glanSes at her“ ”he smell of Sooking tiSkled her nose, but it was mostly the spiSes that were 
appealing“ ”here was no way she wanted any of the vegetables or bread they prepared“

c niSe [Ralfot] steak would be perfeSt, but she didn’t think there were any nearby“
Rventually, ”aniel woke up“ Dhe ignored him“ Dhe didn’t like him“
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Ier Satnap lasted for a while“ Iow long didn’t really matter, but when she stretShed 
and looked around, it looked like everyone was getting ready to leave“

”hey’d get to travelx ”hat would be funx
RqSitement ran through her, and she …uiSkly padded over to her Shamber“ Ier stu. 

had been touShed, neatly rolled up into a bag“
”hat was a problem; she didn’t have any way to Sarry it“ ct least not very well“ Dhe 

nipped her paSk and piSked it up with her mouth, then padded over to Gnd Joren“ Ie 
almost fell over when she rubbed up against his leg“

YRlaniax Dtopx Tou’re too big,W Joren Somplained“
Dhe was not bigx Dhe was perfeStly sized“ cnnoyed, she tossed her bag of stu. up onto 

whatever the thing was that he had been working on“ ”hen she sat down on her haunShes“
Ie started to move the stu., but she let out a warning growl“
Joren sighed“ Y9kay, okay“ ?e’ll Gnd a way to move your stu.“ E’m already going to be 

Sarrying an eqtra [Glow-Moss Basket] so we will need to make a baSkpaSk for you; or 
something“W

Y?hy are you botheringA Dhe’s obviously going feral“ ?e need to get rid of her,W ”aniel 
muttered“

Rlania’s ears perked up“ ”hat was not what she wanted to hear“ RspeSially not after he 
had tried to hurt herx ?hirling around toward him, she loped forward and smaSked into 
the monk“ Ie went o. balanSe and then she pawed him in the side to make sure he fell“

?ithout her Slaws“ Ie tried to sSramble awayB she’d won via a Somplete surprise attaSk“ 
Unwilling to let him go, she pounSed Sarefully to land on his baSk, then sat down on him“

Dhe was muSh heavier now that she was a [Darkwalker] and he wasn’t able to dislodge 
her“ ”he frantiS yelling from the monk had everyone else in an uproar, but she ignored 
them all in favor of liSking between her Slaws“ c triumphant sense of satisfaStion Glled her“ 
Ie s…uirmed, but she paid him no mind, doing her best to put on an air of indi.erenSe“

Joren hurried over to intervene“ YRlaniaxW he shouted“ YMet o. himxW
?hy should sheA Dhe was Somfortable, and ”aniel had been asking for it“ Nut seeing 

Joren’s pleading eyes eventually broke her down and made her reSonsider“ ?ith a reluS-
tant growl, she lifted o. of him and padded over to Joren“

Joren ignored her and SheSked on ”aniel, who was gasping for breath as he sat up“ Et 
was hard for her to reStify his previous shouting, with her being too heavy for him to 
breathe, but whatever“ Joren looked at her with a frown“ YRlania,W he said Grmly“ Y”hat 
was unaSSeptable“ Tou San’t just attaSk people beSause they say something you don’t like“W
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Ier ears fell baSk, and she let out a warning growl“ Et wasn’t about liking or disliking 
what ”aniel had saidB it was about respeSt and not being a priSk“ Dhe tilted her head to the 
left in deGanSe“

”he monk sighed“
Rveryone Gnally got about paSking their things and Joren brought her paSk and two 

leather straps“ ”he paSk went on her baSk, and the straps went around her middle“ ?hen 
he pulled out a smaller set, she reSognized it as a Sollar and sni.ed it warily“

YEt is needed to keep the weight from rolling the paSk o. your baSk and under your 
belly,W Joren eqplained“

Dhe hu.ed and sat on her haunShes, and let him wrap it around her neSk“ c length 
went around it to snap to her paSk and then he tightened everything“ ”o SonGrm it was 
suitable for their journey, she did a few hops and jumps to test the balanSe and seSurity 
and was impressed it worked as well as it did“

?ith everything in plaSe, she deSided she didn’t want to wait anymore and headed 
outside before the others were ready“ DniFng the air told her there weren’t any nearby 
dangers outside the waystation, and she prowled around the pond to get a drink of water“ 
”he horriGS bloody sSene from before had been washed away by the steady underground 
stream’s Sonstant in-and-out —ows“

?hen the party of monks Gnally Same out to travel, she hurried to jump in front of 
them to lead the way“ Deveral times, Joren or ”aniel had to shout at her to Some baSk and 
take a di.erent branSh in the path, but she didn’t mind“ ”hey were too slow anyway“

”he journey to the neqt waystation was supposed to be short“ 6ess than a day“ ”hat had 
very little meaning to her, though“

”he sSent of Oalfots wafted through the air, threatening to draw her away to hunt, but 
she resisted the Sall“ ct one point, she smelled evidenSe of a mated [Darkwalker] pair and 
let out a threatening, angry roar as warning for them to stay away“

”he paniSked monks had no idea why she roared, and she didn’t feel like eqplaining“ Do, 
she just moved on without paying them any attention, eqpeSting them to follow“ ?hiSh 
they did“

Pibrant shades of blue, green, and yellow Glled the air as the biome Shanged, and when 
Joren Salled to a temporary halt for the noviSes to rest, she stopped“

Kor a few minutes“
Et was boring, so she deSided to eqplore, despite the monk telling her to stay“ ”he nearby 

Shambers were mostly empty eqSept for the thiSk Sarpets of moss8not glow moss“ ”hat 
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had slowly tapered o. to nothing“ Cow it was just normal green moss“ EroniSally, it made 
the Saverns even darker as she relied on the bioluminesSenSe of the fungal growths“

”he deep Saverns were better lit than the higher levels“ ”hat was funny“
?hen her eyes fell on a stonework built into the side of the Savern, she froze“ ”hey 

must be getting Slosex 'ostly, she had been ignoring the stonework, but this time there 
were small alSoves with strategiSally plaSed fungus that provided light“ Et was, in a word, 
pretty to her [Darkwalker] eyes“

Dhe bounded baSk to the group, but smelled fear on them, so she immediately beSame 
alert“ PoiSes reaShed her“ PoiSes she didn’t reSognize“

Larefully minding her step, she prowled around until she found a hidden spot to view 
the eqShange“

[Mercenary - Human - Lvl 223]
[Warrior - Human - Lvl 319]
[Ranger - Human - Lvl 231]
Dhe listened to the words but found them muSh less useful than the emotions eq-

Shanged“ ”aniel and Joren were wary, the noviSes afraid“ ”hey were always afraid, though“
'ore telling was the group of three men smelled like predators who had just found 

prey“ 9ne of them kept patting his sword sheath threateningly as they argued“
'aybe they wished to Gght“ Dhe moved to a better position behind the interlopers, her 

red eyes glowing in the dark“ DinSe she was at their baSk, and she made no sound, they 
suspeSted nothing“

Dhe Sould tell the moment Joren spotted her“ Ie froze mid-sentenSe and looked 
direStly at her, and paniS-smell —ashed o. of him“

Rlania liSked her sharp teeth in response“ Dhe was ready“
?hen Joren reSovered, he looked at ”aniel, and she Sould sense the hardening of their 

resolve“
Nefore she Sould pounSe, ”aniel spoke“ Y9ur other Sompanion has arrivedB you should 

move along and mind your own business“W
”he merSenary didn’t seem impressed“ Y'ethinks you’re lost, monk-boy“ Co ranger to 

guide yeA ?e’ll do so8for half the value of your goods“ Te really shouldn’t look to argue, 
not with the beasties around here, any hap“W

”he ranger, however, looked over his shoulder and spotted her“ Ie grabbed his Som-
panions and turned them around to point at her“
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Cow the fear-smell shifted from the noviSes to the harassers“ c priSk of annoyanSe 
Glled her though“ ?hy had they given up her ShanSe to ambushA ”o intimidate was niSe, 
yes, but ambush would have been more direSt“

Dtupid humans“
”he trio eqSused themselves and —ed“

leased with herself, Rlania strode out of the shadow and approaShed the monks“ 
?hen she didn’t get the head sSratSh she deserved, she bumped into Joren hard enough 
to nearly knoSk him o. his feet“

YIeyx ?atSh it,W Joren warned“
Dhe bumped into him again“ cnd again“ Until he Gnally got the idea and praised her 

and distributed the ear sSratShes“
YTeah, E think this SonGrms what kind of demon she was before eating a bunSh of 

humans,W ”aniel said sarSastiSally“
cnger —ashed through her“ Dhe was not a [Darkwalker]x Dhe was a human person“
”here was a sudden pulse that shook her entire body, and then a [Power] fueled Sloud 

enveloped her as her body suddenly yanked itself into a new shape“ ”he sensation was 
weird, as if she was disembodied and watShing it happened to herself, until suddenly she 
popped baSk into her own head“

neeling on the —oor, she stared at the monks before getting to her feet“ ”hey stared 
baSk at her“

Ier loose paSk sat on the ground by her feet“
YUhm, Rlania,W Joren said“
Dhe looked down and sighed“ Dhe was Sompletely naked“ cgain“
cfter the shoSk wore o., all the monks turned beet red and looked away“ Domehow, 

she managed to not paniS“ Do, they’d gotten a good look at her, so whatA Et didn’t Sool 
down her Sheeks, but at least she didn’t freak out“

YTour Slothes were shredded from the Grst transformation;you San have one of our 
spare robes,W Joren Gnally stammered“ ”aniel turned around silently while the other monk 
searShed for the outGt, then handed it to her without turning to look at her“

?as Shastity one of the monk-virtues along with demon-hatingA
Dhe hastily pulled on the outGt and tightened it with the Sloth belt“ Y?ho were those 

peopleAW
”aniel grunted“ YOanger merSenary team, looking for loot, beasts, or;lost eqpeditions 

they Sould eqtort“W
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YTour ambush worked well“ ”hey didn’t know what to make of you,W Joren said“
YTou San all turn around now“ 'y nakedness won’t assail you anymore,W Rlania replied 

glibly“ c fresh sheen of embarrassment appeared on the noviSes’ faSes“ Domehow that 
seemed a bit endearing, beSause she doubted that the rough looking other group would 
have given her the privaSy“

c sense of relief Glled her“ Dhe was baSk to being human; normal“ Cot that being a 
[Darkwalker] had been bad;but her memories of the eqperienSe were heavily tinted 
with; feline Harkwalkerness“

Ycre we almost thereAW Rlania asked“
Joren nodded“ YCeqt Savern, aStually“ ?ouldn’t be surprised if that group had been 

using the waystation earlier“W
”hat led to her neqt …uestion“ Y?hat happens if a waystation is in use when another 

group shows upAW
YRither the group inside San lower the proteStion magiS and the groups San share, or; 

the outside group is left to their fate to Sontinue or Gnd a new plaSe to Samp,W ”aniel 
eqplained“

9uSh“ Kirst Some, Grst serve“
”hat probably wasn’t a problem for the more distant waystations, but if they were 

taken as they got Sloser to the Sity, she’d have to be on muSh higher alert if they Samped 
in the open“

Dhe stuSk to her own thoughts as they Sontinued forward“ ”he world seemed intent 
on destroying her Slothes, most of the time with an audienSe8would it be possible to 
Gnd some type of magiS that made her outGts surviveA

”he monk outGt was niSe“ CiSer than anything she had worn in Rladu so far“ Et was 
oversized on her, and the pants were baggy and pooled out slightly, but she tuSked that 
into the fur-lined boots“ Dhe suppressed the unSharitable thought that they had been 
making her go barefoot the whole time so far“

”he top was a Sloth doublet, and she added a wrap around her torso to keep things 
from —opping around“ ”he travel Sloak was a delightful addition, although the orange 
material stood out a bit to her eyes“

Dhe hoped they didn’t eqpeSt her to return it in one pieSe“ ”here was a fat ShanSe of 
that happening“
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”here wasn’t muSh time to tidy up and Sustomize things further, and the group 
Sontinued“ c little while later, they arrived, but her heart jumped a little when she saw 
the blue shimmering Geld already aStivated“

Et felt like a kiSk when they saw who was inside“
Y'arSus,W Joren said —atly“ cpparently, the monk wasn’t happy with the man“
Ych, my wayward Sharges, E’m so glad to see that you’ve made it to safetyxW 'arSus 

replied jovially“



CHAPTER 42 – THE THIRD LEVEL

Y olani held her wand up in the air, the bright glow lighting up the large space opening 
up before the group. Henri stood beside her, leaning a bit too close for her comfort 

to the edge to peer down into the abyss.
His armor was stained with ichor and dirt. They’d spent the last three days vghting and 

del;ing into the dungeon’s depths. The density of their opponents had been far higher 
than indicated on her father’s map. There had been scant reward as well- all the enemies 
had been simpleWminded undead or beasts. The dungeon’s balance had somehow been 
changed.

Sas that why there had been so few mana stones coming from the ?yndicatez
They’d collected two doqen mana crystals, but on a;erage, there should ha;e been at 

least a lowWjuality mana shard to go with them.
The loot chests were also empty. There was no sign of another ad;enturing group, 

though.
The way the dungeon branched out, unless they had the same map and chose the same 

directions, there was scant chance of two parties running into each other randomly. There 
were kust too many roots spreading out into the depths.

Yolani sighed as the rest of their party too“ turns loo“ing down. They’d reached the 
third le;el. ?he ga;e a smile to Harloc“.

He ga;e her a serious loo“. Ixt too“ much longer than e”pected.L
?he glanced at the others. Ducas loo“ed e”hausted. Ixt’s a good thing we brought e”tra 

supplies.L
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ICye, lass. You prepared this well. Souldn’t ha;e come otherwise, but x’m afraid unless 
we ha;e better luc“, we won’t ha;e much time to search before needing to turn around,L 
Harloc“ said.

That was li“e a crushing weight. They’d come so far only to ha;e to turn around and 
gi;e upR but it wasn’t that far left to go. Ix thin“ we can ma“e it.L

The griqqled sergeant nodded. The party headed down the spiraling stairs. There was 
a rest spot halfway down to the ne”t le;el with a security grate. They stopped to rest their 
feet. Jations were shared and e;eryone got a few hours of rest before they continued their 
march.

C pair of s“eleton guards greeted them with halberds at the bottom, but Thoren let 
out a yell, then smashed them into pieces with a swing of his o;ersiqed twoWhanded sword. 
:areth nodded to the o;ersiqed warrior and slipped into the lead, “eeping an eye out for 
traps.

The man had a high le;el of [Darkvision] so the lac“ of light wasn’t a problem as he 
scouted at the forward edge of her glow lamp. That was her primary roleK light bearer. The 
others preser;ed their glow lamp charges for combat, while she carefully swapped out a 
crystal charge whene;er hers ran low.

9ael remained glued to her side. Cs the youngest and least e”perienced in the group, the 
young man acted as her bodyguard. Henri and Ducas acted as the rearguard and watched 
their 0an“s, while Harloc“ acted as a beater to mo;e to where;er there was e”cess trouble.

N;er the three days, they’d learned each other’s strengths and wea“nesses and formed 
a wellWoiled cohesi;e unit.

The air felt hea;ier, probably because it was. ?ome of the more drained crystals in her 
bag and began to glow with their own inner light. Oana lay hea;y li“e a thic“ fog, and a 
shi;er ran down her spine. The conditions were perfect for a demon to form or appear.

Clso perfect for a mana shard formation.
There were four e”its for them to choose between, at the base of the spiral. M;eryone 

“ept an alert eye while she glanced at each one. ?he’d memoriqed the map already and 
pointed to one with a crac“ed arch. IThis one.L

IYou sure, Yolaniz That loo“s pretty unstable,L Henri said.
?he nodded. Ixt’s that one. There should be three corridors and chambers before we 

reach theRend.L
Eespite her outward calmness, a “not of fear twisted tighter in her gut. M;ery step 

forward meantRcoming closer to either “nowing her father’s fate, or failure and ha;ing 
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no resolution. Cn icy hand had sjueeqed the hope that she’d vnd him ali;e until it was a 
numb shard in her heart that stabbed her. xf she dwelled on it, she’d wor“ herself to tears.

There was no room for that when danger lur“ed around e;ery corner.
?o she pushed the thought of it away.
They needed to reach the end, one chamber at a time.
The corridor wasn’t trapped, so they made a juic“ pace. :areth reached the threshold 

into the ne”t room vrst and then fell bac“. IThere’s a [Rockbear] in the middle of the 
room. Eidn’t see any adds.L

Harloc“ grunted. IHow bigzL
IFig enough to be trouble,L :areth replied.
IShat’s the planzL Henri as“ed.
Harloc“ loo“ed o;er at each of them before settling on Yolani. Ixf the girl here can 

create a “inetic ward of some “ind powerful enoughR x’d say we bait it into a charge, slam 
it to a stop with a collision, then hac“ at it.L

Yolani frowned. IYou’re sure your weapons can hurt itz The ward is no problem.L
Harloc“ loo“ed at Thoren. ISe’ll probably want to use some elemental grease. Joc“W

bears are sensiti;e to lightning and electricity.L
Ixsn’t that bac“wardsz ?houldn’t earth resist lightning and we should use vre insteadzL 

9ael as“ed.
ICye, earth resists lightning. Fut the insides of the [Rockbear] aren’t earth. Nnce you 

pierce the armorRthat amplives the shoc“ internally,L Harloc“ e”plained.
Yolani set down her pac“ and fetched out the blue kar that glowed. The grease crac“led 

inside, hinting at the contained elemental energy of the stu‘ inside the glass. ?he pulled 
out a pair of thic“ rubber glo;es and put them on. IOa“e sure not to touch your weapon 
to anything once it is applied. xt’ll wear o‘ after a few blows or a bit of time.L

M;eryone mumbled ac“nowledgement and then o‘ered their weapon of choice one by 
one. ?he applied a thic“ layer to each blade with her glo;ed hand and then resealed the kar. 
C 0ic“ from her other hand cleaned her glo;e and then she stored e;erything bac“ into 
her pac“.

They were ready.
Yolani readied her “inetic combat wand as they strode into the chamber. xt was an 

artivcially abrupt change of scenery as the dungeon bric“s ga;e way to a more natural 
loo“ing ca;ern. C small stream ran from one end to the other, while di‘erent mushrooms 
and plants grew while gi;ing o‘ their own inner lights. High abo;e, shining crystals 
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glinted, casting a pale purple light across the entire chamber, highlighting the sleeping 
[Rockbear] in the center.

4airly standard or a dungeon, all told.
Harloc“ raised his crossbow, and a bolt thwac“ed out to stab into the sleeping beast’s 

eye. The prokectile dug a few inches, shoc“ing arcs playing through the air around the 
impact qone. He let out an annoyed GTsch“’ as the bolt dislodged itself as the beast opened 
its eyes and roared.

5redictably, it charged straight for him, and she went to wor“ forming a ward spell. 
The sergeant didn’t 0inch or 0ee as the [Rockbear] bore down on him, trusting her 
completely.

?he was happy to not disappoint as the bear made a vnal lunge and smashed nose 
vrst into a spiral of white energy that in;erted all “inetic force applied to it. There was 
a sic“eningly loud crunch of stone as the bear’s armor plating fractured from the impact. 
xt limped to the side, partially stunned by the sudden selfWin0icted blow to its head.

The rest of the group wasted no time attac“ing.
Thoren reached the staggered bear vrst, swinging his scintillating great sword with all 

his might. The blade clea;ed into the bear’s armor plate deeply enough that the lightning 
grease discharged strongly. C swipe forced him to dodge bac“ward, yan“ing the weapon 
free though.

C follow up bite from the [Rockbear] recei;ed a slash from the sword, discharging a 
shoc“ of lightning into the beast’s mouth, causing it to rise on its legs and roar.

:areth mo;ed in on the beast’s 0an“, then kumped at the [Rockbear]’s hip. His two 
stilettos slid through an open koint in the roc“ before they pulsed with a discharge. The 
bear’s entire left leg went limp from the shoc“, and it toppled o;er. 

'ot wasting any time Ducas began to hac“ at the bear’s e”posed stomach with his war 
pic“, stone chun“s e”ploding outward with each piercing stri“e.

Harloc“ set his spear on top of his shield and charged. The long weapon allowed him 
the reach to kab the beast in the throat without ha;ing to get too close. Flood lea“ed from 
the wounds, while the lightning grease played ha;oc on the bear’s ner;ous system.

Sounded, the [Rockbear] roared in pain and anger, lashing out blindly as it tried to 
fend o‘ its attac“ers.

Yolani watched e;erything with rapt attention, loo“ing for any stri“e that a party 
member might not bloc“ or a;oid in time. Her wand still had nearly a full charge, and 
re;ersing a blow wasn’t impossible if she was fast enough.
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?he didn’t e;en notice when two goblins chittered and kumped from an o;erhang 
hidden abo;e, straight at her. 9ael and Henri saw them, though.

9ael raised his spear and the vrst goblin impaled itself all the way to the blade guard, 
and the young man used its own momentum to 0ing it against the dungeon wall.

The second one fared kust as poorly as Henri’s sword decapitated it in a single, siqqling 
blow. Flood splattered all o;er her side, but Yolani ignored it. The [Rockbear] had risen 
to charge again, this time for 9areth. 

?he didn’t ha;e a good ;iew, so instead of placing a barrier in front of it, she shac“led 
its rear an“les.

That wor“ed well. The bear came to a sudden halt and slammed into the 0oor as 
momentum suddenly re;ersed itself. C few moments of hac“ing later, the beast was 
vnished, and no one was hurt.

That was the important thing. They didn’t ha;e a lot of healing supplies left. Than“W
fully, her cleaning wand was rechargeable from the mana crystals they found.

I ood kob, e;eryone,L Yolani said. M;eryone loo“ed up at her as they caught their 
breath. IDet’s ta“e a moment to rest and clean up and loo“ for loot.L

?he swapped to her cleaning wand and wa;ed it in a single deft motion, igniting a soft 
glow that en;eloped each of her companions. The blood stains on their clothes and armor 
faded aways as if they were ne;er there. xt didn’t wor“ on the dirt and grime, though, 
gi;ing them all a rugged, battleWworn appearance.

ICye, that’s a right miracle, that is,L Thoren commented. There was a chorus of 
agreement.

I'ot oft ye get to run with a wal“ing clothes wash,L Harloc“ said.
C small smile crossed Yolani’s lips. xt was nice to be appreciated, especially for her less 

Gcombat’ inclined utilities. 'ot that she hadn’t prepared plenty of those for the del;e as 
well.

I?adly, it won’t help with anything but nonWhuman 0uids,L she said, stowing the wand 
bac“ into her tool belt. ?he eyed the [Rockbear] with a frown. I'ot sure there is anything 
har;estable there, especially after the shoc“ing we ga;e it.L

:areth frowned at her. IThere’s the meat.L
ISe aren’t camping until we reach the end chamber. xf you want to car;e some stea“s 

to carry to through the ne”t two vghts, go ahead,L Harloc“ said.
The wiry man did kust that. Yolani shoo“ her head. They had plenty of rations. Sas 

there really a need to ta“e some raw meat with themz
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:ael and Henri wor“ed together to climb up the side of the chamber’s wall, wor“ing 
their way up to the hidden alco;e the goblins had kumped from. Shen they reached it 
there was a grunt and then convrmation. ITreasure chest up here.L

IToss it down,L Harloc“ ordered.
IOa“e space and watch out,L Henri replied.
There was a Ghea;e, ho’ from the two men up top then the metal banded chest 0ew. xt 

crashed onto the 0oor with a loud crunch, the wood shattered in places. 'ot a chestWmimW
ic then. Yolani approached warily.

Harloc“ reached it vrst and ga;e it a crude “ic“. He grunted in satisfaction. I?eems 
clean.L

Yolani rolled her eyes. Ix’d tell you guys to be gentler with the loot, but all we get is crap 
so far.L

IFad luc“,L Harloc“ convrmed.
C wa;e of her wand set the chest upright and then shattered the loc“ and slammed it 

open. xt was mostly empty. C “nife was the only obkect and there were a few sil;er coins 
along with a mana crystal. :un“, kun“, kun“. Shere was all the goldz xt was li“e the engine 
that ran the dungeon had been drained of power.

?he pic“ed up the dagger and e”amined it carefully. The hilt was adorned with intricate 
patterns that hinted at an enchantment, but the crystal embedded into it was drained. 

sing her [Arti ce] s“ill, she carefully measured the lines of the runs and determined 
what they did.

Ixt has a piercing enchantment,L she declared. IFut it’s out of charge.L
The group loo“ed at each other before they all glanced at :areth. He was the one who 

used short blades, and whose vghting style vt the weapon the best. Fut he simply shrugged 
and said, Ix don’t need it. Oy stilettos are better.L

Yolani nodded and opened her side bac“ and slid the weapon into it. xt was the 
designated house for all the Gparty’ loot that would be sold and then distributed between 
them ejually. Than“fully, the weight reduction enchantment was wor“ing ;ery well.

Ntherwise, she’d ha;e had to gi;e it to Thoren to carry, considering how much other 
stu‘ she was loaded down with.

IClright, let’s mo;e on,L Harloc“ announced.
?he nodded. Two more battles to go beforeR before they reached the end.
Nne way or another.



CHAPTER 43 – IT SIZZLES IN THE DARK

T he tension was palpable as they trudged down the cnal morridor to where the .ap 
mlai.ed there was a treasure mha.berv Those were relati—ely rare-and also monf

tained the .ost dangerous ene.ies-and nothing pre—ented the su..oned inhabitants 
Ero. .igrating into the morridorsv

j—eryone was wearyv The [Rockbear] had ’ust been the startv Theykd had to cght a 
horde oE s,eletons bam,ed by armhers aEter thatY and her antifpro’emtile wand had been 
drained dangerously lowv xet she didnkt want to waste .ana mrystals on remharging it 
without a spemicm needY bemause those stores were li.ited in supplyv

xolani sighed and rubbed her Eamev j—en iE she hadnkt been in the thim, oE the cghts li,e 
the othersY she still Eelt the eShaustion seeping into her headv

That wasnkt a great state to be in when there was an upmo.ing showdownv
“he pee,ed into her potion bag and mountedv They had one set oE sta.ina potions leEtY 

and e—eryone still had their own healing —ialv
W”e should restYH Iarlom, suggested as they reamhed the halEway point oE the morridorv 

At was .ar,ed by a s.all indent in the wallY where a morridor .ight ha—e gone iE they were 
in a diDerent semtion oE the dungeonv At was probably the best resting spot theykd cndv

xolani noddedv W”e should eamh ta,e a sta.ina potionv ”hate—er is up ahead will 
probably be the worst thing we Eame herevH

WMyeY espemially iE there is a treasure li,e pro.isedYH Thoren saidv
WThe .apks been ammurate ammording to the strumture oE things so EarY itks ’ust the 

rewards ha—e been .eagerYH xolani saidv
Iarlom, gruntedv WThatks li,ely bemause your Eatherks mrew ma.e in beEore usY but itks 

a wee bit eStre.evH
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WAk. not a del—erY but A agreev At should ha—e remo—ered by nowY reallyv At too, us three 
days to get down herev Naybe they leEt Eather behindY and heks been stum, down here 
lootingzH xolaniks words trailed oDv At really was too hard to try and hold on to so.e 
hopev

Ienri ma.e o—er and put a hand on her shoulder and sKueePed it supporti—elyv WAE 
anyone mould do itY it would be your EathervH

“he ga—e hi. a Ea,e s.ile and noddedv
;areth began to ru..age in his pam, Eor so.ethingY and she maught the s.ell oE Eresh 

.eatv Iarlom, had handpim,ed the tea.Y and the .an had done a deEt ’ob oE being the 
partyks cnesseY butz

WAE youkre so attamhed to those piemes oE .eatY A mould moo, the. Eor youYH she oDered 
with a hint oE sarmas.v Ier cre wand was lowfpowered and .ore Eor starting cres than 
doing anything .a’orY but it would be mapable oE moo,ing the .eatY at least enough to eatv

Ier suggestion elimited a laugh Ero. the groupY brea,ing the so.ber .ood Eor a 
.o.entv ;areth shoo, his head with a grinv WCo needv ”ekll ha—e oursel—es a ma.pcre 
up aheadY and we man all en’oy so.e ’uimy stea,svH

“he shoo, her head but didnkt press Eurtherv Lrobably e—eryone mo.ing to help her had 
their head on a little looseY otherwise they would ha—e Eum,ed oDv MmtuallyY that probably 
went Eor anyone who entered the dungeon willinglyv

j—eryone downed the s.all —ials oE yellowfgreen liKuidv Mn al.ost i..ediate relieE 
Ero. the tiredness and eShaustion washed o—er herY and she Kuim,ly stashed the e.pty 
—ials Eor later reusev The energetim eDemt would e—entually wear oD aEter se—eral hours and 
theykd be e—en .ore tiredY so delaying wasnkt a good ideav

WMlrightY letks cnish thisYH Ienri saidv j—eryone nodded and .o—ed outv
The neSt mha.ber was inmredibly .assi—eR iE it wasnkt Eor the ob—ious montinuanme oE 

the morridor on the other side oE the roo.Y she would ha—e thought they had ammidentally 
punmtured into the deep ma—ernsv

9umas let out a low whistleY drawing a sharp loo, Ero. Iarlom,v
xolani didnkt bla.e the .an thoughY a .assi—e manyon mut the area in halEY with an 

ane.im strea. oE dar, water at the botto. that slowly 0owed throughv Mt the endY a ra.p 
wor,ed its way up to a semond le—elY then amross the ra—ine and down to the other sidev

M .ultitude oE diDerent molored lights shone Ero. the semond le—elY whimh was out oE 
sightv At was the only path a—ailable unless they wanted to try and bridge amross the ra—ineY 
but the mha.ber was their destination anywayv
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xolaniks grip on her ,inetim mo.bat wand tightened unmonsmiously with eamh step into 
the mha.berv At was KuietY too Kuietv At wasnkt really a Kuestion oE whether there was an 
a.bush or trap waiting Eor the.v “he was sure that there wasv j—eryone else see.ed to 
Eeel the sa.e way as they smanned their 0an,s and held their weapons readyv

Mt the top oE the ra.pY she wasnkt disappointedv The boundless array oE molors werenkt 
spawned Ero. the !nderdar,ks plethora oE biolu.inesment Eungi-lar—al eggs and silent 
insemts tending the. re—ealed the.sel—es to be the sourmev

WOe.onks titsYH Iarlom, .utteredv
xolaniks eyes Eell on the largest Eor. in the mha.ber2s rearY nestled on top oE a large 

mlutmh oE the eggsv
[Alpha Waspite Queen]
The Kueenks body was a sim,ly yellow brown molorY twime the siPe oE a personv The —eins 

in its wings gli..ered with .agimal energy while the spi,es e.bedded in the eSos,eleton 
see.ed to bristlev M single loud note esmaped Ero. her .andibles as it rotated to Eame the.v

Mn eShale esmaped xolani as the group Eor.ed a deEensi—e mirmle with her in the menterv 
Mn angry buPPing clled the air all around the. as .ore [Waspite Drones] re—ealed 
the.sel—es Ero. e—ery noo, and mrannyv The entire upper mha.ber turned out to be their 
nestv

W;illing the Fueen should inmapamitate the restYH Iarlom, saidv There was no hu.or 
or .irth in his —oimev

;ael swallowed ner—ouslyv WA donkt suppose there is any way to bam, out nowvH
xolani shoo, her head as she loo,ed o—er her shoulderv There were drones clling the 

spame behind and below the.Y the entire ra—ine mrawling with the thingsv Oespite ,nowing 
that there would be an a.bushY it still ma.e as a surprisev They were eDemti—ely mut oD 
Ero. esmapev W”ek—e mo.e this EarvH

Thoren grunted and readied his great sword at the Eront oE the groupv W”ekll need 
protemtionsvH

xolani went to wor, without delayY wringing her .e.ory Eor the properties oE 
[Waspites] the best she mouldv Their —eno. was amidim in natureY so she pulled out 
the morresponding wand and began to etmh a personal protemtion ward Eor eamh party 
.e.berv

That ser—ed as a signal Eor the drones to rush the.v
WJrame yoursel—es1H Iarlom, shouted o—er the deaEening hu. oE wingsv jamh [Waspite 

Drone] was easily the siPe oE a personY but they rushed with the speed oE a mharging UalEotv
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The crst attam,er arri—ed and Thoren swung hea—ily with his great swordY mlea—ing it 
in halEY sending a dangerous spray oE imhor through the airv At .issed splattering herY and 
she enamted the amid wards with a cnal drawn sign with her wandv

At was ’ust in ti.e as Iarlom, ’abbed another drone with his spearY sending a spray 
diremtly into his Eamev Uather than siPPling amid the blood dripped oD his s,inv That didnkt 
protemt his gearY thoughY and it Kuim,ly began to s.o,e and siPPlev

Thoren too, down a semond and then third drone as he began to mlea—e through eamh 
mhallengerY but they began to attam, in groupsv 9umas raised his shield and blom,ed one 
attam, on the eSposed warriorks side beEore bashing the eStra attam,er awayY but the drone 
released a glob oE green amid that Kuim,ly began to etmh away at the woodv

Their weapons and ar.or would need separate wardsY but beEore she mould monsider 
thatY she was Eormed to mhange tam,v Gour drones assaulted their rear at onmeY Ienri mlea—ed 
one while ;ael guarded his sideY but they were nearly 0an,ed and stung anywayv 

Ier wards wouldnkt do anything to protemt Ero. an amtual stingY and she was Eormed 
to ai. her ,inetim wand and sla. a white bolt into eamh attam,erv

At preommupied her so .umh she didnkt see the one drop Ero. the meiling right on 
top oE herv Uather than be i.paledY areth was thereY tam,ling the drone and stabbing it 
repeatedly in the side oE the headv “he didnkt ha—e ti.e to Eeel shom,edv

They needed to deal with the Kueen so.ehowY and they were already starting to be 
o—erwhel.ed by the drones1 The [Alpha Waspite Queen] see.ed montent to re.ain on 
her mlutmhY so xolani cgured shekd ha—e to be the one to amtv

W8o—er .eY Ak. going to hit the Kueen1H she shoutedv There was a mhorus oE am,nowlf
edge.entY but there was little roo. Eor anything elsev

The warding wand went bam, into its slot as she yan,ed her Mether one outv Ier 
[Aether Manipulation] would a.pliEy its eDemts greatlyv “he wasnkt sure it was the opf
ti.al mounter to the Kueenks own a nity Eor amidY but it was better than trying so.ething 
elsev

“he ,ept the ,inetim wand in her other hand and ready ’ust by si.ple nemessityv 9ea—ing 
herselE open while mhanneling wasnkt an optionY e—en with the other party .e.bers doing 
their best to mo—er herv

Uaising the Mether wand abo—e her headY she drew a Eull mirmle in Eront oE her as the base 
Eor the spellv The .assi—e spame pro—ided a.ple roo. Eor her to rapidly begin to etmh the 
needed runes in the airY but it also .eant it would drain an alar.ing a.ount oE [Power] 
Ero. the builtfin .ana shard powering itv
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The spame was thim, with natural .anaY thoughv Md’usting the Eor.ula on the 0yY she 
added a siphon that would allow the wor,ing to draw Ero. that sourme as wellv That 
mo.plimated e—erythingY but she wasnkt sure shekd get a semond shotY so she needed to .a,e 
the crst one mountv

LenetrationY siphoningY lightingfMetherY windfMetherY shom,wa—e a.plicmationY 
ho.ingY .ultiple pro’emtileY eSplosi—eY mhannelingY and ammeleration runes all slowly 
Eor.ed one by one around the articmeks menterv

The bluefwhite lines burned in her —ision as she used the raw energy as the tapestry 
Eor her wor,ingv 'nme the runes were in plameY she began to insmribe the Mether bindings 
around the edge and then wor, on the moreks cnishing toumhesv

The [Alpha Waspite Queen] was not a.used and ’u.ped oD her mlutmh and into 
the airv At see.ed to remogniPe the dangerY and green orbs began to Eor. around her in 
responsev

WAnmo.ing masting1H Iarlom, warnedv
xolani grunted and raised her ,inetim wandY while Eomusing on her drawingv AE she .ade 

a .ista,eY the wor,ing would burn itselE out and waste all the ammu.ulated energy oE her 
wandv

Tendrils shot out Ero. the orbs oE green liKuid li,e spi,es diremtly at the entire partyv 
There were too .any oE the. Eor her to target indi—iduallyY so she mreated a do.e celd 
insteadv The stri,e splattered oD the barrierY but she gritted her teeth as she tried to ignore 
it and Eomus on cnishing the articmev

The brieE respite underneath the amid mo—ered shield allowed the others to regroupY 
KuaD potionsY and rearrange their eKuip.entv The [Power] re.aining in her ,inetim 
wand dropped alar.ingly Eastv

xolani cnished beEore it drained mo.pletelyv At was an i.pro—ised wor,ingY inmorf
porating brand eStra ele.ents that she had only studied and ne—er amti—ely used si.ply 
bemause oE how dangerous they werev

“he ’abbed the Mether wand into the more and the runes and energy began to spinY 
indimating that e—erything had mlim,ed together morremtlyv

Ueleasing  a  tense  breathY  she  s.iledv  j—ery  articme  needed  a  na.eY  e—en  a 
.adefupfonfthefspot one that would only be used onmev

CoY not neededv UeKuiredv Mrticme masting was the hybrid between a wiPardks prof
smribed list oE studied inmantations and temhnimal spell masting with the ele.entalistks pure 
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willpowerfEueled eDortsv Ier mreatorks will wed itselE to the sharply drawn and malmulated 
articme runesv

xolani too, a deep breath and whisperedY WFueenks UeKuie.vH
Oespite the soEtness oE her —oimeY the sound —ibrated strongly in the airY emhoing as iE a 

mhorus oE a thousand —oimes repeated the na.ev
The amid that had begun to pool around the. on the 0oor i..ediately liEted into the 

air li,e the menter oE the spell was a whirlpoolY the enmhanted liKuid monsu.ed by the 
siphoning spellv M wall oE [Waspite Drones] Eor.ed up in Eront oE the Kueen ’ust as the 
spell launmhed Eorwardv

reen tendrils shot Eorward toward the bea. oE energyY whimh split into hundreds oE 
s.aller bea.s oE lightY PigfPagging rapidly amross the distanmev They slimed through the 
intermepting amid sharply beEore i.paling the drones and shooting out their bam,sY straight 
Eor the Kueenv

M deEensi—e .agim mirmle 0ashed into eSistenme in Eront oE the KueenY but it was too latev 
The spell wor, was shattered as the .ultifpronged bea.s slashed the wor,ing to piemes 
then stabbed into their targetv jamh lanme oE Mether was s.all but punmhed mlear through 
the Kueenks eSos,eleton li,e bullets beEore arming bam, around to stri,e againz and againv

Jy the ti.e the spell wor,ed itselE outY the Kueen was a pile oE gore on the dungeon 
0oorv Ms pro.isedY all the drones began to stagger and amt li,e they were drun, beEore 
,eeling o—er or Ealling out oE the airv The lighting Ero. the lar—al eggs mhanged Ero. a 
rainbow to a steadyY harsh redv

;ael was the crst to say anythingv WIoly shitvH
xolani bit her lip and hoped that was itv Joth her ,inetim and Mether wands di..ed 

until they displayed a dullY liEeless shardv “he had so.e eStra [Power] in the .ana mrystalsY 
but it was hardly enough to remharge the. eDemti—elyv There was Pero mhanme shekd be able 
to pull oD another i.pro—ised articme againv

WThatks why ye donkt .ess with an articmerY ladv 'r at least donkt gi—e the. ti.e to 
thin, about doing that to yaYH Thoren saidv

9umas noddedv WCothing e—er good mo.es oE pissing oD articmersvH
Iarlom, grunted and loo,ed amross the now still mha.berv WCot loo,ing Eorward to 

mo.bing through this .essvH
Ienri smratmhed his headv WLrobably should start behind the Kueenks mlutmhvH
At see.ed as good a plame to start as anyv
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WMmid wards Eor boots crstv !nless you all want to be going around bareEoot on the way 
bam,YH xolani mautionedv

The group straightened the.sel—es out while she played her warding wand o—er eamh 
personks Eootwearv At was a .iramle that they werenkt already bareEoot in the crst plameY so 
she wor,ed as Kuim,ly as she mouldv 'nme that was doneY they .o—ed Eorward together as 
a groupv

ust as Ienri had predimtedY there was a separate roo. behind where the Kueen had 
nestedv At was Eree oE the imhor and .ess the ”aspite hi—e had presentedv

At was unnaturally mleanv
jSmept Eor the s,eletal re.ains oE a person in the mornerY mlutmhing a poumh to its mhestv 

Mmid had smoured all the 0esh and eKuip.ent awayv
xolani pushed past the othersY ignoring the mhests and other ite.s in the roo. to ,neel 

beside the bodyv
“he remogniPed the warded poumhY and the [System] .essage was a punmh to her gutv
[An inheritance has been stored for you. Would you like to accept your inher-

itance now? Y/N?]
xolani burst into tearsv



CHAPTER 44 – BITTER FRUITS

T he world turned into a blur. Yolani was vaguely aware of others talking and moving 
around her, but their voices were distant echoes in her ears. Her gaze remained 

x;ed on the skeletal remains’ her fatherps Aouch clutched in its bony xngers.
Her fatherps Aouch, magically Arotected from the acid that had dissolved everything 

else. Ifter an agonizingly long hesitation, she reached down and took the leather gently.
-nside was a mana shard. -t shined brilliantly, hinting at its highqMuality nature, but 

she didnpt bother using [Identify] on it. ?aybe the skeleton was someone else from the 
Aarty, and her father had given the Aouch to himB

Sut there was the damning [System] message. …he wasnpt sure what skill, sAell, or 
artixce was at work, but she had tried to ignore it. Yet it hovered at the edge of her vision, 
unrelentingly demanding an answer to its Muestion. -t didnpt seem inclined to force her 
to acceAt or refuse, though, and she AurAosefully ignored it out of sAite.

YetLyetLin her heart, she knew the answer. Weaving some kind of sAecial thing behind 
for her to xnd wasLkeeAing in with his character. Rhat had his last moments been likeB 
The RasAites were dead, though theypd return eventually either in the same chamber or 
a diOerent one, according to the dungeonps whims.

The dungeon wasnpt to blame for this.
I hand landed on her shoulder and the Aerson told her it was time to go. Eight. There 

was no rest in the dungeon. The chamber would coalesce and form new enemies to xght, 
the artixcial system resetting things, and anyone lingering too long inside would end uA 
facing more and more foes.

Yolani stood uA’ Henri gave her a worried look and led her to the rest of the grouA. 9ne 
of them went to her fatherps remains and collected them as resAectfully as they could into 
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a bag. Then the grouA began the trek uAwards, following the reverse of their Arevious 
Aath.

Her childhood friend was there, his hand on her shoulder, his voice soft and soothing. 
Sut the words were meaningless sounds to her. jothing could Aenetrate the fog that had 
settled over her.

The remains of the [Alpha Waspite Queen] were abandoned while the loot was 
distributed and load balanced. The nearest chambers were still clear and facilitated their 
uAward ascent to the second level. Jighting was light, which was a good thing because her 
mental state wasnpt suited for combat. -t all Aassed by with no eOort from her.

Rhat had taken three days of xghting downward to achieve took less than one to 
ascend, desAite her incaAacity. -t didnpt seem like the dungeon had the energy to throw 
further challenges in front of them, so it did the absolute minimum e;Aected. I goblin 
here, a skeleton there, with no further rewards oOered.

The entire system seemed as broken as her heart.
I subtle awareness remained at “ust how she was failing the grouA, but she couldnpt 

bring herself to aAAly her full attention.
Rhen they arrived at the gates leading into the …yndicateps chokeAoint entryway, her 

mouth droAAed. They had come that far alreadyB
Harlock yanked on the bell to indicate their arrival. 0veryone looked e;hausted. Wucas, 

Dareth, and Thoren leaned against the stone wall while they waited as if they all needed a 
long rest oO of their feet. I few minutes later, the guards ushered them through the heavy 
steel vault door and into a sealed chamber.

”CumA your loot and things here. The manager is on his way,' the burly guard ordered.
-t took a lot of time for them to sort things out, which was e;Aected. Celves werenpt 

e;Aected to be immaculate aOairs. Rhen Jenton arrived thirty minutes later, they had not 
been waiting long.

The ledger of their catalogued items was in his hand as he greeted them. ”Relcome 
back. - see that all of you have survived. 5ongratulations.'

”jot all of us,' Yolani mumbled.
Jentonps gaze slid oO of her and to the laid out remains on the e;amination table, and 

then to her fatherps small Aouch. Eather than starting on her side of the room, he began 
with the others. 

That went slowly, with every item either being matched to their Arevious list of beq
longings or aAAraised and then added to the Aartyps running tally of acMuired items and 
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their Areliminary value. The Arocess was methodical, thorough, and allowed no room for 
ob“ection. jot if they wanted to leave, other than in Arisoner cuOs.

…he ignored it all, resting her head against the stone and closing her eyes, griAAing her 
fatherps Aouch tightly in her hands. Henri ran her things through the Arocess for her, but 
then the manager reached her fatherps skeleton.

Jenton coughed to draw her attention. ”?s. Ietherhart, -pm afraid youpll have to show 
me the contents of that Aouch.'

Eesigned, she oAened it and disAlayed the highqMuality mana shard which illuminated 
the entire room. Jenton grunted and Alucked it from her Aalm. ”-pm afraid that -pll have 
to take this.'

…he felt a sAike of defeat. ”The agreement with my father said he could bring back one 
mana shard.'

He stared at her for a moment with a frown. I glimmer of hoAe that he was considering 
letting her keeA it was smothered AromAtly. ”That agreement was between your father 
and the …yndicate, not you, ?s. Ietherhart.'

Jentonps men hauled oO all the loot items they had found, minus a few tidbits some of 
them had decided to keeA. It a cost to their share, of course.

0ach member of the Aarty was issued a card that was then magically sealed by blood 
with the lot numbers of each item and their royalty share for the haul, to be Aaid after the 
items were sold or auctioned oO.

Yolani, to her surArise, received two cards. 9ne for her father, and herself. Jenton 
looked at her sternly. ”The mana shard will be auctioned oO this restqday. Your fatherps 
xfty Aercent share of the Aroceeds will be available the day after.'

…he gritted her teeth and stared daggers at the man. ”The deal was for one shard,' she 
managed to sAit out.

He let out an e;asAerated sigh. ”?s. Ietherhart, my “ob is to see that all Arocedures and 
rules are enforced at this station, without Alaying games or favorites. - am not unsymAaq
thetic to your loss, but it is not an uncommon fate for those who delve into the dungeon.'

He reached down and Aicked uA the discarded and emAty Aouch and Alaced it in 
her hand before folding her xngers closed around it. ”- encourage you to not lose that. 
7nclaimed inheritances are not on the list of Aroscribed items of reAort on the …yndicateps 
books. I memento from your father might helA you.'

Inger, confusion, and Aain xlled her chest. Rhat did he know about helAing herB Hepd 
already taken the thing that she needed.
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That was the last bit of business, aAAarently, because he turned to the rest of the Aarty. 
”You are all free to leave. Is stamAed on your tickets, you may come reclaim your share 
of the Aroceeds of the e;Aedition on the date indicated.'

Yolani stood uA and let out an e;hausted sigh. ”- need a carriage. …he Aulled out a small 
gold coin.'

Jenton eyed it, then acceAted the Aayment with a nod. 5arriages were e;Aensive, so it 
Arobably wasnpt enough to cover the Arice, but he didnpt argue. ”-pll arrange one for you. 
- assume your destination is your shoA on Irtixcer EowB'

Yolani nodded wordlessly. Henri gave her a concerned look. ”I carriage.'
”- canpt deal with the city,' she admitted.
”Repll escort you back, lass. jo need for you to sAend your coin,' Harlock said.
Yolani shook her head. ”-pm sure some of you have things to do and take care of now 

that we are back. - donpt want to Aut anyone out because of me.' …he already had done 
enough of that on their way back.

There were a series of Arotests, but she ignored them as she carefully Aackaged her 
fatherps remains in the small bo; the …yndicate guards had Arovided her with. -t was better 
than a bag, but she would have to see a more Aermanent solution later.

Rhen the carriage arrived, a servant Aacked her things. Harlock, Wucas, and Henri 
chose to ride along. Harlock and Wucas because they shared the same destination. Henri, 
she susAectedL that he was “ust going along to watch over her, but she didnpt ob“ect.

…he didnpt have enough energy to even know if ob“ecting was the right thing to do.
…o, she cried into her elbow while watching the city Aass by as the Aowered carriage 

maneuvered through jeftasups busy streets.
Rhen they reached the main gate of Irtixcer Eow, Harlock and Wucas disemq

barked, oOering her Muiet words of condolence before they left. …he nodded and thanked 
themLmore because that was what she was suAAosed to do, and not because anything 
had really been able to helA her heart. The words were “ust more cacoAhony that xlled her 
head.

Henri stayed on with her to the shoA. He directed the servants in unloading her bags 
and her fatherps remains. Rhen she oAened the door and steAAed inside, everything was 
untouchedL e;actly where she had left it.

-t felt hollow.
…he moved mechanically through the familiar sAace, setting down her things on one of 

the less cluttered workbenches. 7nxnished works that she and her father had Aromised 



C0?9jU… I…50jT N2G

to xnish together lay in “umbles everywhere, from small cantriA side Aro“ects to more 
comAle; inventions they still had not xgured out.

Is her eyes slid onto the two unxnished light stones, she felt a torrent of rage run 
through her. I nearby wrench sat nearby. …he wanted nothing more than to Aick it uA 
and bash the stuAid things that had caused her fatherps death.

jo. That was wrong. The light stones werenpt resAonsible, at least not directly. There 
was someone else that had that honor. …he began to hyAerventilate.

”YolaniB' Henri asked with concern.
”Thank you, Henri, for helAing me. -L- would like to be alone now. 5ould you come 

back tomorrowB' she asked.
He frowned and looked like he was about to argue when suddenly he nodded. ”- can 

do that. —lease take care of yourself.'
Haha. …he wasnpt sure shepd be able to do that, but shepd try.
Rhen the shoA door closed with a click, she walked over and sealed it with the Arimary 

security lock, sealing oO the inside of the shoA from the rest of the world. Then she 
returned to the bo; that contained her father and sat down on a chair.

”RhyB' she asked. ”RhyB'
8rief wracked her until her eyes ran out of tears. …omehow, the little leather Aouch 

ended uA in her hands and she sMueezed it. …he wasnpt sure how long she sat there, lost in 
her grief, stroking the leather Aouch with her xngertiAs.

I blurry [System] message on a scroll AromAted her to xnally wiAe away the tears so 
she could read it.

-t was the same message when she had found her fatherps skeleton.
[An inheritance has been stored for you. Would you like to accept your inher-

itance now? Y/N?]
5onfusion xlled her. …hepd ignored the message, but hadnpt Jenton already taken itB 

He had the mana shard. …he acceAted the AromAt.
[You have inherited your father’s belongings: 1x Mana Shard, 1x ArtiPcer’s 

ouch]
Yolani blinked in confusion. …uddenly the leather Aouch was heavier, and no longer 

emAty. Rith shaking hands, she oAened it and Aulled out the contents a new mana 
shard. I mediumqhigh Muality one that would work for one of the light stones.

…he covered her mouth with a hand. …he recalled Jentonps words to her. Had he 
knownB
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Her heart Aounded in her chest as realization dawned on her. Her fatherLhe must have 
hidden the shard somehow. He must have known the …yndicate would take any shard she 
foundL

5lutching the mana shard tightly, she stood uA and glared at the nearest light stone.
The magister would have his Aound of artixce.
Ind shepd have more time to Arove her uncleps treachery.



CHAPTER 45 – REUNION

M arcus’ return stirred a whirlpool of emotions within Elania. He ushered them 
into the waystation with an air of feigned graciousness. She hurried past him 

to her own chamber while the senior monks didn’t waste any time in launching into 
their grievances against him, blaming him for the deaths they’d encountered along their 
journey.

The monks, she had found herself able to tolerate, even -nding a semblance of camaJ
raderie with xoren. However, Marcus was an entirely diIerent story. His presence felt like 
the sting of a thorn prickling at her senses and leaving her feeling eWposed and vulnerable.

Ot felt like he had much in common with the three thugs they’d just left behind, and as 
stupid as it seemed, she felt like she could trust Taniel more than him.

‘hich was saying a lot because Taniel wasted no eIort pretending that he liked her. 
Maybe it was the way Marcus looked at her, like she was a slab of meat to be dissected on 
the butcher’s block. Dr his smug attitude.

Marcus remained un?ustered throughout the heated accusations, oIering reassuring 
words that the worst was behind them and they were nearly at their destination. The 
tidbit that they were only one day from an Poutpost’ and another from the city was critical 
information that set Elania’s mind rolling through her options.

qid she want to complete the journey with them… Rart of her said yes, but another, 
more wary part was screeching in the background.

The encounter today hinted that there would be more to worry about than just beasts 
or monsters.

The 9uestion was0 if she’d run into things like the [Manzitore] and other things 
already0what worse things were out there… She did not feel like she was the apeW predator 
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of the Fnderworld. There was almost certainly something out there that was probably 
stronger and could kill her.

The same could be said about the city, but0 there was a chance she could -nd her own 
niche or friends to work with. Rrobably not the monks, since it was sort of their job to 
kill demons from what she understood, and de-nitely not Marcus0 but someone…

Her stuI neatly unpacked and arranged, she sat down on the stone slab and leaned 
against the wall, eyes closed and listening. Cnd thinking about what she would do when 
she actually reached “eftasu.

The [Monster Core – Ralfot] she would need to sell. Of it was worth as much as 
promised, she’d have enough funds to live oI of for longer than she’d been in the world, 
so that seemed like a decent -rst step. 

Somehow, it probably wasn’t going to be as easy as she thought. Lood wasn’t an issue, 
but [Power] would be unless she found a way to hunt something that provided her 
essence in the city.

”ities always had rats, right… The idea made her stomach ?ip. She was not going to end 
up eating rats.

She’d leave and risk living in the deep caverns -rst.
The other option was the contract thing, but that seemed shady. Rotentially dangerous. 

qe-nitely not something to just jump into, despite the fact she found that the contract 
was easily morphable into something she found acceptable. Dne thing she didn’t know 
or understand was just how a contracted person could provide their Pessence’ willingly. 
‘ould it have negative eIects on the ”ontractee…

There were a lot of 9uestions there and she didn’t want to hurt people via ignorance.
The noisy argument died down -nally, but it didn’t give her any relief. She sensed 

Marcus’ presence before he spoke.
—'ittle qemon,1 he greeted casually as he appeared at the entrance to her room.
Elania stiIened, but forced herself to look him in the eye warily. —Marcus.1
His lips curled into something resembling a smile:one that did nothing to ease her 

discomfort. —“ervous about reaching the city…1
Elania hesitated before shaking her head. —O’ll be -ne.1
—Sure, you will. O imagine you’ll have a rough time with things without having a 

contract, though. The guards won’t like it,1 he said. C wry grin appeared at the edge of 
his lips. —O could help with that if you like.1
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He made it seem like he’d be helping her out of the kindness of his heart. ‘hat strings 
would it give him… Cll her senses screamed at her. Trap, trap, trap, trap.

Dne thing she’d learned since her arrival:her senses were pretty good, and she should 
probably listen to them.

—“o thanks,1 she said dismissively. Lor a second his friendly demeanor cracked, but it 
was restored so fast that she’d have missed it if she had blinked.

He stepped away from her chamber. —C pity. Of you change your mind, let me know.1
Dnce he was out of sight, Elania allowed herself to breathe again. The waystation 

suddenly felt oppressive, and she decided she needed some space. She needed to replace 
her javelins again. Maybe someday she’d -nd something that didn’t disintegrate half the 
time she used it.

Cs she made her way to the entryway, xoren called out to her. —qon’t go too far,1 he 
warned softly. —Of you run into anyone, come back here right away.1

Elania nodded in acknowledgement. —Thank you, O’ll be careful.1
Stepping out into the dimly lit caverns beyond felt like fresh air. Ot was funny, because 

she’d only been inside for less than twenty minutes. ‘hat was she going to do if “eftasu 
was a crowded mess… Ot was going to set her on edge. ‘hich was worrying. Ot hinted that 
the qarkwalkerness was continuing to rub oI on her and0

Cnd she hadn’t even addressed or brought herself to think about what the random 
transformation had been caused by. The only thing that really made sense was that by 
transforming her body somehow rid itself of whatever the [Razorscale] had injected her 
with.

That would be -ne, eWcept it hadn’t been easy to transform back. So far, she had two 
transformations and only two ways back; running out of power and nearly dying, or being 
pissed oI by Taniel 9uestioning her humanity.

Minding her [Stealth] skill, she kept to the shadow and worked her way out of the 
semiJruins onto the stone path. Ot wasn’t far to -nd a branch that didn’t have the ancient 
stonework, and plenty of [Tower-Cap] mushroom trees to pick from. The harvesting 
was something she’d worked into a science and it didn’t take long before she had a whole 
bundle of two do!en personJlength shafts to work with under her arms.

Her ears twitched as they measured all the drips and other sounds around her, but 
nothing set her senses oI on the way back. ‘hen she returned, the monks had already 
started a -re and were cooking something to eat.
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Clmost immediately, her nose wrinkled. C smoke -lled the air and her eyes immediately 
slid to the source. Marcus was nursing some type of pipe that was slowly releasing a trail 
of white smoke. Fgh.

She sat down oI to the side just outside of her room and began to whittle the lengths 
of wood. Ot didn’t take her long to have her -rst [Quality Primitive Javelin] ready, but 
it drew a derisive comment from Marcus.

—Those look like they could barely pierce a [Ralfot] hide,1 Marcus said, his eyes 
assessing her new weapon.

Elania didn’t rise to his bait, instead setting it down and working on the neWt one. 'et 
him mock all he wantedB she knew they were useful, especially with her skillJset. He hadn’t 
seen her -ght, and she didn’t think the monks had told him anything, so maybe it would 
be a welcome surprise to prove him wrong.

Dr if he attacked her, maybe a rude awakening for him if the javelin did a lot more than 
he thought it was capable of.

—O’ll remember that neWt time O see a [Ralfot],1 she -nally retorted cooly.
C snort was his only response as he turned away, leaving her to work in peace.
Her -ngers moved deftly over the wood, stripping away the eWcess and shaping it into a 

lean, deadly weapon. The [Quality Primitive Javelin] might not have looked impressive 
to Marcus’ untrained eye, but Elania had seen -rsthand what it could do.

Spending the rest of an hour working on it. The monks were busy conversing over 
something, but she ignored the words. ‘hen she -nally had her bundle -nished, she set 
the worst ones by the -rewood stacks and took the good ones into her room.

Cs she sat the javelins down, her ga!e ?ickered to her pack.
Ot wasn’t how she’d left it.
Her hand went to her neck instinctivelyB she hadn’t replaced the necklace with her 

mana shard since it was destroyed from her transformation and the shard had been left in 
her pack. She rushed over to it and her worst fears were con-rmed; someone had taken 
her mana shard.

She burst out of her room, barely able to contain the crackling energy that coursed 
through her.

She’d been robbed.
—HeyY1 Elania shoutedB the volume of her voice was ampli-ed by the small space. Ot 

cut through everything everyone was doing to draw their attention and bring whatever 
activity they were up doing to a sudden stop.
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—Elania…1 xoren asked, confusion etched on his face.
She shot him a glare and spoke loudly enough for everyone to hear. —‘ho stole my 

mana shard…1
—Elania, please calm01 Taniel started to say.
—4ive it backY1 Her head whipped around frantically, and she tried to sniI the air, but 

the only thing she could sense was the smell of smoke.
Marcus stood up and drew his sword and stepped toward her, holding it slightly in 

front of him pointed towards the ground. —Stand down, demon. 5efore O put you down. 
6ou’re:1

Elania eyed the sword and Marcus as he approached threateningly. Every single hair on 
her body surged to alertness and a primal need to either attack or ?ee -lled her until it 
washed away her more logical thoughts.

She didn’t know why, but she hated him.
She wanted her mana shard back.
She was tired of running away.
Onstead of moving away, she stepped forward, ?ooding her body with [Power] and 

moving as fast as she could before he could reali!e he had already stepped partially within 
her reach. Her hand clamped down on his swordB hands weren’t supposed to clamp down 
on swords, she knew that, but it was better than letting him swing it at her.

Cs soon as her hand clamped down, a blue aura surrounded the weapon and Marcus 
reactivelyB it was like she had grappled a discharging stun gun. She knew what that felt like 
because she had tested one on herself when she had purchased one to keep in her purse 
while on campus.

4rabbing magical swords and picking a -ght with someone who had escaped a [Manz-
itore] was probably one of her less considered ideas.

Still, she didn’t collapseB she could feel the raw power in the weapon fueling the magic. 
‘hatever skill that was from, she wasn’t sure, but it was much like when she’d used 
her mana shard to charge or discharge her power. Onstinctively, she yanked hard on the 
weapon’s energy.

The weapon didn’t like that, and -re pulsed through her entire body. Dne of them was 
going to melt.

Ot wasn’t going to be her.
[You have absorbed 121 Power!]
She was right. The sword’s enchantment caved to her will.
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[Power: 428/323]
Marcus’ eyes went wide as his weapon eWploded into a thousand shards of steel shrapJ

nel, digging into his hand and armor.
She swung a [Power] infused -st at his chest, but he dodged backwards faster than she 

believed possible. Onstinctively, she swapped her [Basic Handcrafting] out for [Mobil-
ity]. There was no room to let him escape, so she followed rapidly as he drew a pair of 
purple daggers from behind.

Some instinct told her that those were bad news, and she didn’t want to grab them, and 
she’d already allowed her [Darkwalker] born instincts to carry her along.

She skidded to a halt, placed her palms together and tried to emulate a HadoukenJstyle 
attack complete with her own voiceover. The yellow pulse of energy from her hands didn’t 
disappoint, nailing Marcus with an eWplosive blast.

Ot sent him careening into the stone wall behind him, a cloud of dust billowing outward 
as the stonework crumpled from the impact. Elania didn’t give him a moment’s reprieve, 
launching herself at him, her -sts glowing with [Power].

Taniel reacted 9uickly as he shot to his feet. C golden -eld ?ared to life, bisecting the 
waystation, placing the monks on one side, and her and Marcus on the other. There 
wasn’t much time to consider itB it wasn’t like she’d eWpected them to help her.

—Rrotect the [Glow-Moss]Y1 xoren ordered. The novices obeyed and rushed to the 
baskets and began to collect them.

xoren stood beside Taniel, a grim look on his face as he watched the -ght.
There wasn’t time to focus on anything else as she reached her target. qespite the blow 

she’d hit him with, he staggered back onto his feet. His purple daggers gleamed ominously 
as his lips twisted into a cruel smile and he lunged at her. “ot wanting to touch the 
weapons, she twisted out of his reach, narrowly avoiding being skewered.

He was fast and eWperiencedB each strike of the short purple blades was aimed with a 
deadly precision that forced her to stay on the defensive. ‘henever he was there, and she 
couldn’t dodge in time, she let oI a ?are of [Power] from her palms to blast the incoming 
metal away. Ot was a style of attrition that would leave her weak and eWposed, especially 
without the reserves in her mana shard.

Cnger boiled over inside of herB her counters grew more desperate as he pushed her 
back, each retreating step a delaying tactic for her to -nd some other way to turn the ?ow 
of combat.
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Rain eWploded in her side, hot and searing as blood welled up from the wound. 
”oldness pulsed through her entire body from the stab, a numbing sensation that made 
everything feel distant. 3efusing to give in, she clamped down on his wrist before he 
could pull the blade free for another strike. Marcus’ other weapon stabbed upward for 
her throat, but she caught that one as well.

The rapid ?urry turned into a lull, but she caught his eyes slip to the dagger in her side, 
a wicked grin spreading on his face. —4ot you, little demon.1

Lury -lled her lungs and she let out an animalistic roar at him that shook the room. Her 
-ngers crushed his wrists with savage strength, and she swiveled, dragging him around to 
point at the nearest wall. Then she charged, slamming him into the stone. C blue -eld 
?ashed around his armor and skin, hinting at how he’d survived the earlier crushing blow.

The grin had been erased, his eWpression spewing hatred and anger back at her. —qie 
alreadyY1

The pain in her side from the dagger certainly seemed like it was trying to achieve 
eWactly that. C kick to her leg almost unbalanced her, but she maintained her feet.

He grunted as she raised her knee and slammed it into his leg. She wasn’t sure how he 
found the breath to curse at her.

—O won’t let you win, demon,1 he spat in her face.
—Then you’ll die,1 Elania hissed back.
The -ght turned into a brutal series of slams and headbutts that she had the upper 

hand in as she reinforced each strike with [Power]. Rain -lled her entire bodyB she wasn’t 
sure if [Regeneration] was working anymore after the stab wound, but heat and -re in 
her core kept her moving regardless of any internal damage.

His defense turned drunken as she continued to batter away at his head and -nally, she 
yanked the blade in her side free and stabbed him with it. The weapons clattered to the 
ground as she pulled the strike free, then lifted him into the air and carried him into the 
main chamber.

The monks stared at herB horri-ed eWpressions plastered on their faces.
She slammed Marcus into the ground, then straddled him, her -ngers going to his 

throat like they were claws. They might as well have been.
—ElaniaY1 xoren shouted. —StopY1
She looked up, her breaths coming in ragged pants. The pain in her side continuing to 

spiderweb through her entire body. She wasn’t sure what kind of magic or poison had 



E3ODSUAUNA

been infused in the weapon, but it was agoni!ing, and de-nitely not healing like the rest 
of her body.

—6ou have made your point, demon,1 Taniel said sternly. —Enough.1
Her eyes slid to him, but when he held out his palm they were rivetedB he was holding 

out her mana shard.
—6ou,1 Elania accused.
—qon’t kill him. O’ll give you your stupid crystal back,1 Taniel replied.
She glanced down at the ranger. Marcus.
“o matter what Taniel said, the man was a risk. C danger. She couldn’t think of 

anything speci-c that he had done, but she knew he was a predator. He’d been si!ing her 
up since the moment they had met, as if she was his prey.

She knew. He was a predator.
'ike she was now.
Cn urge to dig her -ngers into his eWposed throat and rip his life out -lled her, but a 

message suddenly stole the choice away.
[You have slain Ranger - Human - Lvl 276]
[For slaying a being over 50 levels higher than you, extra experience is reward-

ed.]
[You have gained multiple levels!]
[You have reached level 50. Please choose a new perk!]
[You already have the maximum amount of Karma possible and can acquire no 

more.]
[Absorb the lingering Power from Ranger - Human - Lvl 276?]
Elania’s eyes slid down to the blood pooling out of the dagger wound. Ot was still 

leaking out, but the heartbeat driven pulses had stopped.
—He’s dead,1 Elania whispered.
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E lania stared at Marcus’ lifeless body, a strange mix of horror and… triumph swirling 
within her. The once arrogant and oily ranger lay sprawled underneath her, his eyes 

vacant and lifeless. His chest bore a deep puncture wound that was rapidly turning black 
with rot where she had thrust his own weapon into him. The pool of crimson blood was 
bubbling as the black ichor spread underneath him, soaking the coarse fabric and leather 
of his armor.

The monks watched her in stunned silence. Joren’s face was ashen, his eyes wide with 
disbelief, while Taniel wore a stoic expression that did little to hide the tension radiating 
o“ him. His prayer beads were clutched tightly in both his hands as he maintained the 
golden shield that separated them from her.

”Elania,W Joren ?nally broke the silence, his voice barely above a whisper. ”Shat have 
you donezW

Phe looked up to face them, her senses keenly aware of every movement. The mana 
shard in Taniel’s hand glowed faintly in the chamber, drawing her attention.

”He attacked me,W she said jatly, her voice echoing in the silence that followed.
Taniel’s gaGe jicked between Elania and Marcus’ corpse before settling on her again. 

He seemed to weigh their options carefully.
Taking a deep breath, Elania stood up. Rain jared through her side and her hand 

came away from the location of her puncture wound, wet with ?ery blood. The jow had 
stopped pouring out of her, but the inIury refused to seal up or stop ooGing. The pain 
had somehow dulled itself, leaving a constant jare of heat as her [Power] drained to try 
to regenerate the area.

”Oive me my mana shard back,W Elania ordered.
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”Se need…to discuss this,W Joren said reluctantly, looking between her and Taniel.
”Se don’t negotiate with demons,W Taniel spat out, his grip on the shard tightening.
”Oive it back'W Elania demanded, her voice echoing o“ the stone walls of the waystaA

tion.
0gnoring her, Taniel turned to Joren. ”Se need to get rid of her.W
Joren’s eyebrows furrowed. ”Taniel,W he started, his voice steady but ?lled with cauA

tion, ”we cannot IustDW
”Pilence'W The senior monk snapped at him. His gaGe never wavered from Elania’s 

form.
Phe could feel the hostility radiating towards her like a heat from a ?re. Phe was 

wounded, and she knew how strong the two monks were. Sith TanielNs magic blocking 
the door, she was trapped in the waystation.

Cnd he was the one who had stolen her mana shard'
Phe stepped forward and stomped on Marcus’ arm and jicked the still waiting [Sys-

tem] prompt.
C surge of power jowed into her from the body. Her maximum capacity had grown 

by leaps since she’d overAsaturated herself, but she had no intention of holding back and 
letting it settle on her for a slow absorption. The wound in her side was persistent and 
worrying, so she jooded the excess power into a ball on the palm of her hand.

The monks looked at her in shock, slowly coming to the realiGation of what she had 
done.

Phe slammed the ball of energy into her side where the wound was, blowing a chunk 
of her torso away in the blast, the splatter painting the walls and ceiling.

[Your physical Status is degrading quickly!]
0t was Iust a bit extreme.
0t also made it hard to breathe.
Thankfully, she didn’t need to.
Marcus’ body began to dissolve into the motes of light and they jowed into the wound 

eagerly.
[Your physical Status is degrading.]
[Due to your excess power, your body is exceeding its limits!]
[Your body is experiencing thermal degradation!]
[You have gained the skills Martial Bladesmanship, Negotiation, Intimidation, 

Bribery, Archery, and Navigation!]
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[Your body is slightly adapting.]
[Due to your high Power, Regeneration is enhanced!]
Things were jipping by so fast even the [System] was having a hard time keeping 

up. Her ears were ringing still and she couldn’t hear what Taniel and Joren were arguing 
about. 0t was nice they were giving her time to pull herself together.

Cs her side knitted back into existence in real time, it ?nally reported the [Power] gain.
[You have absorbed 401 Power!]
[Power: 522/324]
The remaining injux was almost too much for her to handle1 it was like a tidal wave 

crashing against a rocky shore, threatening to shatter her to pieces. 0t wasn’t a new 
sensation. 

‘ike before, she forced the energy into a container too small to hold it, then shoved the 
lid tight. That the container was her body was Iust an uncomfortable fact.

0t was the highest her power had ever been, although it was percentageAwise less than 
when she had absorbed the [Alpha Ralfot], and that was important. 3vercapacity e“ects 
she had found were governed by the percentage she was over, instead of any set amount. 

That percentage was still high for having Iust blasted herself with what was at least a 
hundred [Power] blast, though.

Cnd she needed to make use of it before it burnt itself out.
Her eardrums knitted themselves back together. The monks were lucky Taniel’s 

shield seemed to have protected them from the shockwave, or negotiations would have 
turned…diFcult.

”Oive me back my mana shard,W Elania stated.
They both had been arguing and distracted and looked at her at the same time.
”0 want my mana shard,W she growled at them, ”and 0 want one of you to make a 

contract with me.W
Joren’s face ?lled with confusion, but Taniel raised his arm and cut him o“.
”Cnd if we refusezW Taniel challenged de?antly.
Elania’s gaGe hardened as she turned towards the novices. Each one had strapped a 

[Glow-Moss Basket] onto their backs. Two of them sat unclaimed on the joorY Taniel 
and Joren’s. That was what was important to them. The whole point of their mission. 
Phe did not know what the real value of the stu“ was, but…
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The monk’s ?rst words when the ?ght started hadn’t been Bprotect the novices’, it was 
Bprotect the [Glow-Moss]'’ and that seemed to be all she needed to know. 9aising a hand, 
she formed a low power energy bolt and threw it.

Rredictably, it slammed into the golden monk shield, blasting apart ine“ectively. The 
novices pulled back, doing their best to hide behind their two seniors.

Elania eyed the movements warily before she glanced to the joor nearby. 2rom the 
chaos, one of her Iavelins in the woodpile had landed nearby. Phe reached down to pick it 
up.

”Lext one goes through,W Elania said frankly.
”Kou… you wouldn’t dare,W Taniel protested weakly.
”0 don’t want to,W Elania said, ”but 0 will if you force me.W
Joren reached out and plucked the mana shard from Taniel’s hand before the monk 

could react and tossed it to her. ”Se agree. Ptand down.W
Phe caught the stone easily, the familiar connection and warmth ?lling her palm. 

9ather than burn down more power, she collected herself, then carefully dumped the 
excess into the crystal before it could burn o“ further.

Taniel was immediately livid, and the two Iumped into a ?erce argument. That was 
expected, but she felt mentally exhausted and checked out of the conversation to focus 
on drafting the contract she wanted.

[Contracts: Elania Reyes]
[(Available: 1) (Active: 0)]
[(Contract Essence Draw: 0.0)]
[ConJguration: Custom]
[(Contractor: Elania Reyes, (Contractee: ’oren), (Duration: IndeJnite)]
[(Requirements/Contractor: Contractor shall make every reasonable attempt 

as determined by Contractor to not harm Contractee s group or goods.
Contractor may terminate the contract at any time.)]
[(Requirements/Contractee: Contractee shall prevent members of the group, 

or any other a liated allies from harming the Contractor for the contract s 
duration.

Contractee may terminate the contract in a populated public place in the City 
of Neftasu while the Contractor is not in any current danger.

Contractee may not falsely answer any question made by Contractor when 
directly questioned by the Contractor.
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Contractee will provide Contractor the required essence maintenance costs for 
this contract.)]

[(Penalty/Contractor: Contractor shall forfeit any right to Contractee s soul 
upon violation of their requirements.

Contractee will receive the right to terminate the contract at any time.)]
[(Penalty/Contractee: Contractee shall forfeit their soul and life immediately 

upon failure of any violation of their requirements.)]
Phe did not intend it to be a balanced contract. 
9aising her hand, she shoved the contract screen toward Joren. Phe observed as he 

reacted to it appearing. He dragged his hand through the air and apparently showed it 
to Taniel.

The other monk recoiled as if burned. ”Phe’s a demon. Phe killed him' Kou can’t accept 
a contract with a demon' :onclave lawDW

Joren interrupted him calmly. ”Kou can argue it was a sort of selfAdefense1 he did 
threaten her,W Joren countered smoothly. His eyes jickered to Elania, assessing her with 
an unreadable gaGe. ”:onclave law permits exigent acts to save the :onclave’s people and 
goods.W

Taniel clenched his hands into ?sts at his sides, seething with righteous indignation. 
”That re uires a tribunal to exonerate' Phe didn’t Iust kill him,W he protested vehemently1 
his voice raising an octave higher in distress as he added, ”Phe absorbed his soul'W

Sithout missing a beat, Joren sighed softly, shaking his head in disappointment. ”Se 
allow worse to happen across the city all the time,W he stated matterAofAfactly.

” ut not in front of us'W Taniel argued ?ercely. ”Se don’t permit it' The :onclave does 
not'W

”Phe saved the lives of the novicesDand yours.W Meeting Taniel’s glare with an e ually 
challenging stare, he continued logically, ”0 doubt we could have dealt with both [Rock-
bears].W

His words seemed to sting deeply as Taniel bit back angrily, ”Marcus saved our lives as 
well. ;id you forgetz esides, she killed Maurice'W

”That was not her fault, and you know it. Phe did her best to carry him to safety,W Joren 
argued.

Taniel’s voice echoed loudly in the cavernous room as he retorted, ”Cnd failed'W



E903P8!8-q

C hint of exasperation slipped into Joren’s composed demeanor as he responded 
philosophically1 his gaGe never once wavering from Taniel’s heated one. ”Everyone fails 
at something, at some point.W

That seemed like a heavy slap she didn’t have the context for, because the Bspiritual’ 
monk shut up.

Joren turned to look at her with a resigned look. ”0 accept.W
[Contract has been accepted. Active Contracts: 1]
Elania glanced around1 she had expected more fanfare. Pome visual signal it was done. 

Phe opened her [Contracts] screen and found that it was active. How antiAclimactic was 
thatz

”0f any of you attack me, Joren will drop dead,W Elania announced, partly more for her 
own sense of security rather than any threat to the monk.

Taniel took it the wrong way. ”Se know youDW
Joren silenced him with a hand. ”Se can all calm down nowzW
Elania nodded, feeling mentally exhausted.
”Shat will we do with thatzW Taniel asked pointedly. He was pointing to the gear and 

items that were pooled at her feet and strewn around.
”Se’ll need to ?x the waystation and clean this place up. That is going to take some 

work,W Joren said.
Phe stared at the empty leather armor and chain mail. The purple daggers that had been 

deadly were still discarded on the joor. There was an entire travel pack the ranger had left 
behind.

neeling down, she lifted the armor up and held it up, staring both Taniel and Joren 
in the eyes.

”To the victor goes the spoils,W she said icily.
Phe barely suppressed her sudden urge to vomit.
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E lania gathered Marcus’ belongings that were scattered around, a grim reminder of 
his previous existence. Having slain him, she was now the proclaimed heir to his 

earthly possessions: the deadly purple hue daggers, his set of leather and chain armor, a 
tattered olivine cape, and a heavy travel pack stuSed with who knew what.

Her insides writhed with the weight of her actions. Bhe’d never killed another person 
before. Monsters and even animals were diSerent. …ut MarcusOhe was a person. Had 
been a person. ?ne who had set himself to be her enemy, but a person nonetheless.

Had she done the right thingj He had threatened her, and in more ways than ;ust the 
verbal threat of violence.

Bhe did not regret stabbing himz the Tght had been kill or be killed.
…ut she might have done more to try to avoid the situation altogether, that might apply 

some of the blame on herO yetO
Her gaAe slid over to Ganiel, the instigator of the whole aSair. - thief.
Elania looked away, refocusing on her task. Iathering up the things carefully, she 

dragged them to her room, which was one of the chambers that had been spared destruc—
tion. Her old pack remained where she had left it, propped up on the stone bed.

Gaking a deep breath, she sat down on the stone slab’s edge. Ghe dagger wound in her 
side had been completely healed, but the memory of the pain still radiated through her. 
Wt reminded her of how close she had come to death herself. Wt made it easierRsomewhat 
less hauntingRbecause she knew full well that he had intended that she be the one dead 
on the 9oor.

Ghe sound of rock clunking drew her attention. 0asting no time, the monks had ap—
parently put the entire event behind them to start repairing the waystation immediately. 
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Ghe sturdy brickwork that had been decimated in the Tght was separated into piles of 
intact bricks, damaged ones, and rubble.

Noren seemed to lead the operation, directing the novices in the sorting. Ganiel sat 
cross—legged on the 9oorz his hands pressed together as if in prayer. 'amaged bricks began 
to mend themselves, 9oating into the air and then their shape restored as pulveriAed 
material rose from the ground to embed itself in them. 0hen each brick neared its normal 
form, it suddenly heated and cooled as if the material had been fused together.

Wt was amaAing to watch and stole all her attention, even making her forget what she 
had been thinking about.

?nce a considerable pile of repaired bricks had formed, Noren began to direct the 
novices in laying them where they belonged. Ghey didn’t use mortar, and she was worried 
the new wall would collapse on them all. Ghat worry proved premature when Noren began 
to weld the bricks together, somehow using magic from his hands.

Elania grunted. 5onclave monks were more than ;ust Tghters then. -dd stonemasonry 
and civil repair to their skillsetsj Wt was weird to her, but she guessed it made a sort of sense. 
Wf you had superhuman magic abilities, why not learn how to use them for more than ;ust 
Tghting and destroying thingsj

Wn her mind, from what she had seen of the world, it had hinted at a somewhat 
primitive and medieval style of technology. Ghe armor, weapons, and tools of the 
Mushroohums had all pointed toward that. Ghe clothes and gear the party wore were all 
custom tailored and didn’t appear to be from a factory, and yetO

Pow she had to reconsider. 0hat if the world was a lot more advanced than she 
thoughtj

Gurning back to Marcus’ things, her curious mood soured. Bhe needed to go through 
the pack.

Bhe opened it with a stick, even if it made her look stupid, ;ust in case it was boo—
by—trapped. Po explosion greeted her. Bitting down on the cold stone 9oor cross—legged, 
she began to riUe through it. Wt felt like she was an intruder, and the guilt intensiTed as 
each item revealed itself and painted a picture of its former owner.

Empty vials possibly used for potions orOpoison came Trst. Ghen some bits of dried 
food wrapped carefully in clothz a large, rolled parchment that was covered in neatly 
written script followed. Wt was his contract with the conclave to escort the monks.

0rapped in a wad of extra clothes was a small bag that ;ingled. ?pening it revealed 
thirty small silvers and two doAen large ones, along with a single small gold. Bhe set it aside.
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-t the bottom of the pack, a small leather—bound book greeted her. 5arefully extract—
ing it, she couldn’t help but feel a wave of curiosity wash over her. Wt seemed out of place, 
and she’d never seen him with it during the travels.

6ack dealt with she examined the purple daggers.
[Vorpal Stinger]
Ghey were an identical set, and she used her [Power] to clear oS the blood and grime 

that had marred their gloomy sheen. ?ther than the name [Identify] didn’t seem to 
want to help. Her mana senses didn’t seem to Tnd any sense of innate power like his 
sword had carried. 0hatever deadly properties they had seemed to be a property of their 
construction and material rather than magic.

Ghe armor was interesting as well. Wt didn’t seem magical in construction either, but it 
had certainly protected the ranger from her attacks. ?r had that been one of his skillsj

Wt had blood on itz all of it hers. Marcus’ remains had evaporated, so her cleaning ;ob 
was much simpler. Ghe same applied to the worn travel cloak that he had once worn. Ghe 
boots were armored as well, and she took care of the entire set of gear.

Wt was much better made than the spare outTt the monks had given her.
Elania took a breath and swallowed her discomfort. ?ne thing she knew for sure: she 

needed to become stronger if she wanted to survive in this world.
“pgrading her gear was part of that.
Bhe began to disrobe and ad;ust her own outTt so it could be used as an underlayer.
Ghe leather armor was bulkier than anything she had ever worn beforez its grooves and 

curves designed with a purpose beyond aesthetics. Metal reinforcements were cleverly 
embedded in vital areas providing an extra layer of protection, while chain mail sections 
allowed 9exibility.

-d;usting it to Tt her smaller frame was tricky, but thankfully there were plenty of 
straps for ad;ustments. Bhe pulled each one tighter, cinching them down till they sat 
snugly against her body.

Ghe bracers, pauldrons, and shin guards all were latched on last as separate pieces. Ghe 
boots reYuired her to stuS with some extra cloth to make them Tt, but the ankle and lower 
leg portions Tt snuggly. Her mana shard got wrapped in a clean cloth and then stuSed in 
a tight, secure pocket on her torso.

”inally, she pulled on the travel cape.
”ully dressed and geared, she headed to the waystation’s exit. Ganiel glanced at her with 

his usual glare, but then went back to ignoring her.
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Ghe blue shimmer of the protective Teld provided an ethereal re9ection for her to 
examine. Wntending to see how the outTt looked, all her attention was diverted to her facez 
two glowing sapphire irises shone with innate light.

Ghe contract thing determining eye color wasn’t a ;oke. Bhe blinked several times to 
conTrm that it really was her face. Pothing changed. Ghis was her now.

- demon—girl wearing a dead man’s clothing, with glowing eyes and a contract that 
could rip a man’s soul out of him if he crossed her.

Wnner turmoil gripped at her, and she returned to her room to sit on her bed, hugging 
her knees and waiting for whatever would come next.

Eventually, she nodded oS.
…ut not for long. Her senses ;olted her awake as Noren stepped up to her chamber’s 

threshold before he could speak. He hesitated as her blue eyes landed on him.
7‘esjL Elania said. 70hat do you wantjL
7W wanted to apologiAe and explain.L
Elania looked away, hugging her knees tighter. 70hatever. Io ahead.L
7Ganiel said he saw a light coming from your pack and had to investigate in case it there 

was danger to the [Glow-Moss]. 0hen he saw the stone, he was shocked and took it,L 
Noren said.

Her eyes slid back to him, but she remained silent.
7Mana shards are rare, valuable, and contain dangerous amounts of power. Ghings like 

the waystation Teld are powered by themOso he said he took it for safety reasons. He said 
he didn’t intend to keep it from you forever,L Noren Tnished.

Wt seemed like he wanted an answer as the silence stretched. - pulse of anger 9owed 
through her. 7Ghat’s all bullshit, and W can’t imagine you don’t know it. He stole from 
me. 0ent into my room and rummaged through my stuS. Even if his excuse is realz which 
W doubt very muchz W’ve had the stone with me the entire time with no issue. WfRif he 
intended to not steal it and return it, he had ample opportunity when W got back to say 
something or mention it to me. W spent over an hour making ;avelins8L

Bhe Txed him with a glare. 7'id he even mention it to anyone elsejL
7Po,L Noren admitted. 7…ut he probably ;ust forgot after we started working onRL
7He ;ust forgot,L Elania repeated.
7Ghink about it, Elania8 Ghere are only a few of us in the group. How could he conceal 

it had been takenj ‘ou’d have noticed it missing right away andOwell, thingsOL Noren’s 
words tapered oS.
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7W’ll tell you what W think. W think he thought W was a stupid little demon that wouldn’t 
notice her single most important possession was missing. W think he thought when the 
evil little demon got angry at being robbed, a certain ranger could be encouraged to deal 
with the problem,L Elania accused.

Her hands balled into Tsts. 7W think we can lay most of the blame of Marcus’ death on 
a certain forgetful monk, who has the most twisted, hateful spiritual’ calling W’ve ever 
seen. Wf one thing proved to me that this world’s [System] is totally fucked up, it’s that 
someone like him can do holy’ magic without being turned into a self—con9agration8L

Noren stared at her as she regained control of her hyperventilation. More excuses or 
apologies didn’t follow, ;ust a pained frown at her.

7Wt’s not holy magic, it’s meditation sutra,L Noren corrected. Ilancing back at the other 
monks who were apparently watching the exchange. 7Either wayO everything is packed, 
and the waystation is repaired. 0e are ready to go.L

Elania was surprised to see that he was right. Ghe waystation looked rough, but not 
shattered and destroyed like when she’d fallen asleep.

Btanding up, her new armor creaked. Ghat was going to need to be Txed. Maybe 
some type of oil to help its 9exibility or somethingj Bhe let out an exasperated sigh. 
7 et’s go then. Wt is supposed to be some kind of outpost outside the cityj Ghen the city 
tomorrowjL

Noren nodded. 70e need to talk about that. Everyone is going to know you’re a demon. 
0ith blue eyes, they won’t be asOhostile. …ut they are going to assume you were a 
'arkwalker 'emon that ate people until you became a human.L

7Bo, they’ll hate me,L Elania stated.
7More that they’ll be wary. Wt’ll be best if you don’tOthreaten anyone. Ghat would be 

illegal and likely call down the Iuard on you,L Ganiel said.
7Ireat,L Elania muttered.
Ghe trek out of the waystation was done in silence. Ghe stone path they took was 

uninteresting, and Elania immediately found something to draw her attention while 
mindlessly following along near the rear of the group.

Bhe’d focused so much on the eYuipment and death that she’d forgotten about the new 
skills she acYuired and that had been added to her [Status] sheet.

More importantly, she’d forgotten about the waiting perk point for hitting level Tfty.
3eading and focusing on the screen nearly caused her to trip and stumble several times.
[Perks]
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[1 Available Perk Selection]
[Perks: (Summoned from Another World!) (Regeneration) (Demonic Trans-

formation)]
[Available Perks: (Weakness Negation), (Resistance Improvement), (Resis-

tance Selection), (Physical Ability Improvement), (Body Manipulation), (Reac-
tive Adaptation), (Soul Siphon – Visible), (Magical Resonance), (Soul Manager), 
(Total Regeneration)]

Bome options had disappeared, others had changed. Ghere were several new ones that 
felt alarming and concerning. [Soul Manager]j [Soul Siphon]j Ghose sounded related 
to her recent activities. Bhe didn’t know what to pick without more detailed descriptions.

Ilancing at the monks, she considered asking Noren, butO did she want to reveal what 
her options were to themj Maybe she’d Tnd more information later.

-nd keeping the choice open left her with the 9exibility of choosing something rele—
vant in an emergency.

Ghe path slowly grew more maintained as they went. Bhe half expected they would 
meet someone as evidence of artiTcial lighting began to be visible embedded in the 
stonework walls along the path. - lump formed in her stomach. Wt felt like anyone who 
looked at her would know she had killed Marcus and shun her.

Ghat was an irrational fear, she told herselfz they’d shun her ;ust for who and what she 
was, not because they had any knowledge or care about Marcus himself.

Gelling herself things didn’t help.
Wt was a surprise when they arrived. Noren looked back at her with a frown. 70e’re here. 

0e have to go through the security in groups of three.L
ooking around, she felt confusion. 0hat securityj

Ganiel reached up and pressed a stone into the wall. Ghe carvings immediately lit up 
and then a large round stone began to roll to the side with a grating sound. Ghe opening 
revealed a long corridor.

7‘ou go in, then it seals behind you. Ghe guards check us, then let us in,L Noren 
explained.

7Ghere won’t be a problem with mejL Elania asked.
7Po, it should be Tne. Ghey won’t even Yuestion you. Wt’s not like the city,L he replied.
Bhe watched as the novices entered. Ghere was a chain one of them pulled that resealed 

the airlock. -fter a few minutes, a stone 9ared blue, and Ganiel pressed the opening stone 
again.
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Wt was their turn.
Ghe space was cramped. ?nce the way out was sealed a steel window slid open, 

revealing a man in padded leather and metal armor looking at them through a heavy grate. 
Bhe instinctively looked away and pulled her hood tighter around her face.

7?i, none of that. 'on’t hide your face. et me see you,L the guard ordered.
Ghe order felt like a ;olt that ran through her. Bhe ;ust wanted to hide and be left alone. 

Btill, she didn’t argue and pulled her hood down and gave him a stare.
Ghe man grunted, then pulled out a clipboard and wrote something on it. 7”ive con—

clave monks and a bound demon. Pot something you see every day. -ll’s clear from the 
detector. 'o any of you have any restricted goods you are reYuired to declarej Wnfectious 
disease vectors, horror spawn, cursed destructive items, or seraph bonesjL

Beraph bonesj 0ere there actual angels running around the world nowj Elania shook 
her head Yuietly, and a chorus of no’ Tltered out from the group. Ghat seemed to satisfy 
the guard who pulled a lever, activating another magical contraption. Ghe inner door slid 
open, revealing a large circular cavern.

Ghe outpost was more like a small town. Hundreds of buildings were crammed to—
gether tightly, a small sYuare visible down the straight street from the entry—point. - 
doAen large crystals hung from steel chains pouring light down on everything below, while 
doAens of lit windows could be seen carved directly into the chamber’s outer walls.

7Wt’s bigger than W expected,L Elania murmured.
70aystation four is one of the oldest. Wt acts as a travel hub for those who travel the 

depths,L Noren said.
7Ghis is a waystationj Ghe same thing we’ve been staying injL Elania asked.
7Pot exactly the same, but yes, at one point, it was. Wt’s grown.L Noren pointed to a large 

building in the distance, near the central sYuare. 7Wnn and tavern are there. 0e’ll want to 
get food and rooms.L

Bhe wasn’t sure about food. Her stomach had been terrible all day, but a room sound—
edOvery pleasant. Maybe they had baths or something, tooj Bhe’d been washing oS in the 
cool underground streams, but some hot water would beOmagic to her mental state.

Maybe she could scrub the guilt away.



CHAPTER 48 – WAYSTATION FOUR

E lania’s head pounded as she slowly woke up. The dim memory of closing and 
locking the door before stripping and falling into the decidedly plush bed was all 

she could remember on short notice. Dismay vlled her as her mana shard glared in her 
face as she rolled o—er in the sheets that somehow turned her into a human burrito.

This time she was fairly certain that the headacheSthe hango—erSwasn’t heralding 
that she’d been summoned to another new world.

,liding to a sitting positionM she disentangled herself and acti—ated the room’s magical 
lighting. ,he —aguely remembered paying with xarcus’ sil—er for the —ery best room 
at some eAorbitant rate. ' mechanical grandfather clock stood in the roomIs cornerM 
proclaiming the time to be in the wee early hours of the morning.

That was good. zt meant she still had time to call a bathM and she’d been —ery clear on the 
point that one was included with the room. That was more important than the oBered 
breakfast and dinner.

,he glanced at the dirty bed linen and reali…ed how dirty she’d been. The sheets and 
pillows were co—ered in a thin coat of gray dust and grimeM e—en though she’d not slept in 
her clothes. The housekeeping staB was going to hate her.

-ut when the monks had eaten in the common roomM she had stayed with themRsimj
ply because the cost of the dinner was part of the room price. ?ather than eat anythingM 
she’d spent her dinner allotment on drinking the sweet alcoholic be—erage that had been 
pro—ided.

' bit too much of it. 'pparentlyM [Regeneration] did not work on alcohol. That 
seemed a rather large blind spot considering it worked on poisons and wasn’t alcohol Just 
another poisonO Nust one that humans consumed willingly.
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,he’d ne—er considered herself an alcoholic beforeM but the li;uid had been freeing and 
relaAed the stress and worries so well that she hadn’t held back.

3ot great. Drinking her worries away was a bad idea. Wetting her guard down was a bad 
idea.

' small card sat on a table beside a pull ropeM indicating it was to call a bath. ,he tugged 
it once and pulled on her small clothes and a shirt before waiting. ' few minutes laterM a 
maid came and convrmed her re;uest and promised to bring up a tub. 'n almost guilty 
feeling hit her“ she’d be making the woman carry up a tub and buckets of water to vll it.

”hen the tub arri—edM Elania stood up. Yz can help carry the water. z don’t want to 
make you ha—e to do it on your own.!

The maid looked at her with surprise. Y2arry the waterO 3oM my ladyM there is a faucet 
for the hot water.!

' faucetO Elania watched the maid drag it o—er to the cornerM then re—ealed two metal 
spigots that had been hidden in plain sight. Turning one knob released a stream of 
steaming hot water.

YCh my godM z didn’t see thatM! Elania sputtered.
The maid ga—e her a hesitant smile. YThere is also a drainage plug and channel for the 

water to run out. Hou don’t ha—e to worry about thatM though. z’ll see to it after you check 
out.!

Elania nodded. YThank you9!
's soon as the door shutM Elania locked it back and ga…ed around the room. zt was nice. 

zt wouldn’t be bad to li—e in. ,tripping down to nothingM she checked the waterM which 
was still too hotM and then looked at herself in the mirror.

' frown slid into place on her face as she took in the sight. 0er face was smudged black 
with greaseM her hair was a tangled mess. zt fell down past her shoulders in clumps“ she 
needed to vnd or buy a comb. 0er new red colored hair still glistened in the room’s dim 
light despite how dirty it wasM but that wasn’t that helpful when it Just re—ealed what she 
was.

'nd her eyes.
They glowed back at herM like a deer in headlightsM deep sapphire irises pro—iding their 

own illumination. 3o one was going to need [Identify] to tell that she wasn’t a normal 
person.

Elania bit her lip. The terrifying discrimination that she had feared hadn’t materiali…ed 
in the waystation. 0er demonjhood hadn’t e—en been remarked on. Noren had told her 
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not to worry too much because the waystation outpost was used to all times of hard folk 
passing through. E—en a demon couldn’t Jolt them.

,he considered maybe it would be a good idea to stay in the outpost instead of 
continuing on to the cityM butR

The [Monster Core – Ralfot] needed to be soldM and that was done in the city. 't 
least that was what she had been told. ‘lusM despite her splurging on the roomM her funds 
were limited. ' few weeks in a pleasant room wasn’t a stable home.

Testing the water againM it was Just right. 3ot too hot to scald herM but still hot enough 
to turn her a little red. ,he slipped into the waterM submerging down to her shoulders 
before relaAing with her eyes closed.

?epeatedly she’d been vlled with internal heat and pain from o—erchargingM but the 
heat that now seeped into her was wholly diBerent. 0eat that was relaAing and calming 
instead of energetic and gal—ani…ing.

”hen she woke upM the water was almost tepidM and she was face down in the tub. ‘anic 
vlled herM and she coughed up two lungfuls of bathwater. ,tupid9

The coughing vt took se—eral minutes before it stopped. Elana glared at the water like 
it was at fault instead of hers. There was soap on the nearby stool and she hadn’t e—en 
cleaned herself properly yet. ,he nabbed it then began to scrub herself down seriously.

zt took multiple dunks under the water to rinse her hair from all the gunk. -y the time 
she was doneM the water was a murkyM disgusting black. ,he drained the water down the 
channel and rinsed herself down with some fresh water from the spigot. 4eeling refreshed 
and much better alreadyM she Jumped out and rubbed herself down with the pro—ided 
towel.

The fabric was soft and woolyM unlike the stuB the xushroohums had. ”hoe—er was 
pro—iding them their 5luAury’ goods was probably eAploiting them.

2hecking herself out in the mirror presented a much better image than earlier. That 
was encouraging. ‘ulling on her underclothesM she left the breast wrap oB for later. zt was 
really nice to vnally ha—e some time unrestricted. ?o—ing through the roomM she searched 
for something to use as a comb for her hair but came up short.

0er eyes slid to the rope that called for the bath ser—ice. ,he hated to be a botherM but 
she pulled it anyway. The maid from earlier arri—ed within a few minutes. Yzs something 
wrong with the bathO!

Elania shook her head. YThe bath was ama…ing.!
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EAcept for the falling asleep and drowning part. ,he didn’t mention that. Yz Just need 
to take care of my hair and z don’t ha—e a combR!

The woman’s ga…e locked on the horrible mess of hairM understanding vlling her face. 
Y”e don’t really oBer combsRbutRJust wait here a moment and z’ll be back. z can do 
your hair for you.!

Elania blinked. YChRno z don’t mean to put you out. Hou must be busy.!
The maid shook her head. Yz’m free now. z’ll be back in a moment.!
True to her wordM the woman made it back ;uick with a styled wooden comb in her 

hand. The way she held it made it seem like a pri…ed possession.
Yzs that your combO zt’s —ery prettyM! Elania commented.
The maid nodded. Yzt was my mother’s. zt’s made from a hardwood from the surfaceM 

so it’s rare.!
,he had Elania sit on the stool in front of the table and lean back. 0er hair wasn’t super 

longM but it did go past her shoulders and it was absolutely a mess. ' brush would ha—e 
been niceM but the comb worked as well. The other woman carefully worked the tangles 
and snags free without ripping them out.

' tingling feeling ran through her entire body as the other girl’s vngers worked on her 
scalp.

The feeling of bliss allowed her to tune e—erything else out and Just turn to putty.
,he almost didn’t notice when it vnally stopped.
Yz think that’s the best we can do.! The woman said.
Elania blinked and turned to smile at her. YThank you9!
The other girl blinked at the eAuberance.
Y-y the wayM my name is Elania. ”hat’s yoursO! Elania asked.
' smallM responding smile appeared. Y'llie. z’m glad you liked itM z think your hair is 

looking much better now than this morning.!
Elania sti+ed a giggle. 'nything would ha—e looked better than her hair earlier. ,he 

stepped forward and slid her arms around 'llie for a hug. YThank youM thank you. This 
really meant a lot to me.!

The other girl tensed slightlyM then patted her on the back before slipping out of the 
hug. YHou’re welcome. z’m glad z could help.!

Elania wa—ed her goodbye and turned back to her belongings. 'n hour +ew by as 
she cleaned things up the best she could with se—eral of the spare rags and towels and 
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unlimited source of water. ,ome of itM like the metalM was going to need diBerent supplies 
for caring forM and she had no idea what she’d need to do with the daggers.

”eapons were supposed to be oiledM she thoughtM but the weird metal was going to 
make her wary of doing anything until someone eAplained the alloy to her. ”hen she 
reached her mana shard she inspected it and used [Identify].

[Mana Shard (Condensed 687/1456)]
”ith the eAcess power she’d been accumulating and dumping into itM the shine was 

devnitely stronger. 3ot as strong as when she had vrst ac;uired it from the cultistsM but 
it was going in the correct direction.

0er passi—e [Power] costs would possibly be a worry in the city. ,ince Noren was 
paying the 5cost’ of the contractM she didn’t ha—e to worry about that draining her. Het 
her [Darkvision] drained someM and Just li—ing did so as well. xaybe one or two power 
points per day if she wasn’t acti—e.

Cf courseM she’d hardly had a single 5inacti—e’ day yet. ,oM it wasn’t a precise measurej
mentM Just her best guess.

Elania licked her lips and pulled up her [Status] since it seemed like a suitable moment 
to look it o—er after all the changes that had occurred.

,he blinked and pulled up her [Status] looking for anything contract related.
[Status: Elania Reyes]
[Level 58 Lesser Demon (Summoned Potency 9999+)]
[Karma: 12345]
[Power: 318/326]
[Perks: (Select) (Summoned from Another World!) (Regeneration) (Demonic 

Transformation)]
[Class: Huntress]
[Skill Slots: 4]
[Slotted Skills: Improvised Combat (Rank S+), Stealth (Rank S+), Mana Ma-

nipulation (Rank S+), Basic Handcrafting (Rank E)]
[AUnities: (Demonic), (Mana), (Darkwalker)]
[Magical: Demonic Aura (Rank A) (Deactivated)]
[Physical: Body Conditioning (Rank D), Mobility (Rank E), Darkvision (Rank 

B) (Activated), Throwing (Rank S+), Tracking (Rank S+), Archer (Rank E), 
Martial Bladesmanship (Rank E)]
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[Mundane: Identify (Rank B), Nniversal Speech (Rank S), Reading (Rank A), 
Writing (Rank B), Crisis Management (Rank S+), avigation (Rank E), egoti-
ation (Rank E), Intimidation (Rank E), Bribery (Rank E)]

0er class had changed back to Just 50untress’ and her new skills were all listed. 'll of 
them ?ank EM but with the rate she’d been le—eling up skillsM she wasn’t too worried about 
that. 'lthough a lot of her ?ank ,  skills had come from absorbing things that ga—e the 
skills instead of anyRlearning or practice on her part.

That was still a funky thing to wrap her head around. 4or some skills it sort of 
made senseM but others like [Tracking]O ,he didn’t ha—e much knowledge on how it 
workedRJust that if she focusedM she could spot glowing footprints. ‘lusM that strange 
siAth sense of knowing where things had gone while she stalked them. 'lthough that 
might ha—e been the [Darkwalker] stuB coming through.

,he needed to vnd a way or place where she could le—el up her new combat skills. 
[Martial Bladesmanship] seemed incredibly promisingM and she had a scary dagger to 
use it withM too. The way it was worded hinted that it was —ersatileM working for any bladed 
weapon instead of Just swordsM so that was great. zt didn’t lock her into trying to vnd a 
specivc weapon to learn.

Turning to her belongingsM she started to take care of them and pack them up before 
piecing back together her armor outvt. This time it felt like she had much more time to 
work withM and she carefully adJusted and vAed things so it would vt better. The room 
e—en had a small kit with scissorsM threadM and a needleM which was incredibly handy.

The room was pro—ing to be worth all the sil—er she had spent on it.
0er mana shard got a more secure chain to go along with the cloth wrapping she had 

buried it inM while the ragged cloak got a trimming before she hemmed the new straight 
bottom. 3ow it didn’t look like someone had set the bottom of it on vre.

-y the time she was done and checking herself out in the mirrorM a knock at the door 
arri—ed.

,he almost Jumped. 4or a short whileM she’d forgotten about the world outside of her 
co…y room and its temporary nature. ' second knock came Just as she reached the door.

zt was Noren. YElaniaO 're you awake yeS!
0e stopped midjsentence to stare at her.
0eh.
xaybe all the hostility had Just been because she was a dirty little demonM instead of a 

nice clean oneO
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3ahM probably not. ,tillM she enJoyed his Jaw dropping.
3ot that it would change her opinion of him and the enabling of his shitty monk 

brother’s ways.
Yz’m awake and packed upM! Elania said.
Noren nodded. Y”e are going to eat breakfast vrstM then head out to the city. ”e should 

arri—e before the end of the day.!
Elania swallowed. 4inallyM they were going to reach their destination.
The ner—ousness in her stomach returned with a —engeance.
-utR
zf the city was badM maybe she could vnd a way to make enough money to come back 

to ”aystation 6 and li—e in the inn with 'llie. The girl seemed nice.
There were nice people in the world.
,omehowM she Just needed to a—oid the bad ones.
Elania grabbed her things and turned to Noren. YWet’s go.!



CHAPTER 49 – CHECKPOINT

E lania ignored breakfast and left the monks to eat among themselves. Instead, she 
waved goodbye to Allie in the common room and then stepped out into the outpost 

proper. Inhabitants were going about their business and the small market was already 
bustling with traders selling food and other goods. There were half a dozen stalls that held 
her interest, and she passed by each one with a feigned indiSerence.

’he ended up in front of the fruit stall. Even if she didnPt technically need to eat regular 
food, she liked the look of the oSerings. [Pintal] resembled a pineapple, and although she 
wasnPt ready to cut one open, the red [Apnals] looked incredibly familiar. Fulling out a 
small silver, she purchased a few to put in her bag while munching down on one she kept 
for herself.

Linding a spot to sit that was out of the way, she people watched until the monks came 
out of the inn.

;eaving the outpost was easier than enteringj the guard had all of them Wumble together 
into the same claustrophobic airlock this time before cycling the heavy round stone doors 
with the magical contraption.

And then they were back in the wild, like a massive town wasnPt hidden on the other 
side of the cave wall. The silence rang in her ears like tinnitus, the sudden absence of the 
thousands of small noises in the inhabited section a stark contrast to the nearly persistent 
low drum of the outside.

’he wondered Wust how eSective the waystation shield was when it was so big. There 
had been no visual sign of the machine that powered it like there was in the smaller ones 
they had stopped at. That was probably by design. …ouldnPt want visitors to go up to the 
magic shield and smash itR
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As they came closer to the city, it felt like they were traveling more through an ancient 
underground ruin than the caverns. …ildlife still was present, but now it Wutted through 
cracked stone walls or the cobblestone along the sides of the tunnels. ’tairways greeted 
them at every vertical transition, and the wall sconces of glowing fungus lit the way.

Elania smelled their qrst encounter with another party before they came into view. 
Another group of mercenaries with a ranger. This time they simply nodded, and the two 
groups passed by each other without comment or further interaction.

’omething had broken after the qght with -arcus. The ?uiet muted conversation that 
had been present during their travels from the -ushroohum colony had evaporated into 
a silence that was only broken when re?uired by the necessities of travel or coordination.

That suited her Wust qne. ’he was tired of traveling with the monks, too.
As far as she was concerned, theyPd drowned any potential future friendship and 

getting to the city safely was now a business transaction.
After a few hours, they arrived at an old metal wall that cut through the tunnel, 

punctured by a halfHraised metal portcullis made of steel rods. ’he didnPt spot the guards 
because there were none. The fortiqcation was Wust the outer edge of the security zone. 
Arcane lighting shined brightly enough in the chamber to cause her eyes to water after 
being adWusted via [Darkvision] to the caverns for so long.

A small buzz of conversation caused her ears to twitch as they came closer and she 
realized there was a second, larger metal wall on the opposite side of the cavern than the 
one they were passing under. A small line of travelers was waiting at a set of smaller steel 
doors while a half dozen guards watched.

Their uniforms were thick trench coats with steel plates woven into the fabric. -etal 
full plate helmets hid their faces, but what drew her attention the most was their weapons. 
Each guard was e?uipped with a sword on their belt, but also held a long weapon on their 
back.

A few were even holding theirs at the readyR ri!esD -agical musketsD Oegardless, they 
were certainly recognizable as some type of qrearm.

Noly shit, there were guns.
The realization pulled her eyes to a round cylinder that was emplaced in a bastion that 

was elevated a bit oS the ground. It was pointed right towards them and the entry point 
of the outer wall.

Noly shit, there were cannons'
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Taniel led them to the back of the line without word, and she shifted uncomfortably 
under the eyes of the guard.

9ne of the soldiers moved down the line to them a clipboard in hand. YFarty of siJD‘
The monk nodded. YThatPs right.‘
The man looked at each of them in turn, Wotting down a note on the clipboard. 

…hen he reached her at the end, he frowned. Y9nePs a demon,‘ the guard called out. 
There wasnPt any response from the others, but it didnPt look like he had eJpected any. 
Apparently, it was a warning to the others.

…hen he qnished Wotting his notes, he looked up at her, then to Taniel. YGour group 
will receive additional screening.‘

1oren groaned, and the novices looked confused.
Y…ePre ”onclave -onks on ”onclave business. ”anPt you Wust cut us a breakD‘ Taniel 

asked.
The guard shot him a deadly glare. YGou want to skip security proceduresD “o eJcepH

tions to VrandomP screening. …ho the fuck ever heard of ”onclave -onks traveling with 
a demonD‘

Elania swallowed. The man would have made a good airport security agent. Taniel shot 
her an angry, accusing glare, but 1orenPs hand on his shoulder stalled any words.

Y;etPs Wust get it over with,‘ 1oren said.
The guard returned with a group of three more, then pointed to a second door in the 

wall that had opened. Y9ut of the line. ;etPs go. Laster you move, the faster this will be 
over with.‘

Elania followed obediently even if a cascade of nervousness ran through her. They were 
escorted through a short but mazeHlike path through stone corridors inside the metal wall. 
”rystals were inlaid in sconces and lit the way, doing their best to mimic a harsh electric 
lighting that would have been familiar on Earth.

-etal decorations lined the walls, hinting that the stuS was ubi?uitous. That certainly 
indicated no lack of metalworks or smithies, and there was an almost industrial ?uality to 
it all that hinted at more. …ell, if the monkPs usage of magic to repair stonework was any 
indication, there were almost certainly those who could do the same with metalR

They reached a larger chamber with more waiting guards. The [Glow-Moss Baskets] 
were taken from the monks and ushered out of the room with promises to return them 
after inspection. A man came out with a wand with a glowing blue crystal on the end of 
it, passing it over each of them. Ne left without a word, seemingly satisqed.
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The same word kept repeating itself in her head, though.
Airport, airport, airport, airport. ’he hated airports.
There was a security booth with a window, and their primary escort slid his clipboard 

through a slot. Y;ieutenant Baston' ’iJ for additional screening.‘
The lieutenant didnPt look up at them, instead, he pulled the clipboard in to read it. 

Elania studied him. Nis uniform was naval blue with gold buttons, a styled hat with a 
gold circle embedded in it. The outqt looked mass produced, giving credence to the city 
having a technological base that was more advanced than medieval at least.

Linally, he looked up at them. Y’eparate them for ?uestioning.‘
The guard hesitated. Y’ir, one of them is a demon.‘
;ieutenant Baston looked annoyed. YI read the report. ThatPs why they are being 

?uestioned individually. “ow please try to follow orders, corporal.‘
Y’ir'‘ The guard turned at them and glared like they were the reason hePd been repriH

manded.
’he didnPt like the idea of being separated from the others, but she was already well 

embedded in the process and didnPt think arguing would help anything. It was annoying 
to see that racial proqling was alive and well in fantasy worlds, too. It certainly felt like 
they were being singled out because she was a demon.

They were led to a hallway with a half dozen thick metal doors on each side that felt 
worryingly like a prison. Each monk was separated into one and ordered to sit at a table 
with chairs on both sides that was remarkably similar to what shePd consider a crime tv 
show interrogation room.

’he got the room at the end of the hall, which looked like it had eJtra thick walls, 
although that might have Wust been her paranoia.

Y’omeone will be in to ?uestion you. ’it tight,‘ the guard said.
Elania took a seat at the table, placing her back to the wall as the door clanked to a shut. 

At least she had the corner and could watch the entrance to the room. The wait stretched, 
leading to boredom more than nervousness. Eventually, she scooted closer to the table and 
used her arms as a pillow so she could take a nap.

The metal door made a dissonant sound that Werked her back to wakefulness as ;ieuH
tenant Baston entered with a serious look on his face. YI see you made yourself at home. 
I apologize for the delay.‘

Elania sat up. YNello, ;ieutenant.‘
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Ne entered and sat down opposite of her, pulling out a wooden cage that held a white 
crystal suspended in it before pulling out a small booklet and what looked like a pencil.

Elania barely kept her face straight. ’he was now starring in a bad Nollywood detective 
movie. ’he eyed the crystal warily. Y;et me guessR thatPs a magic boJ that can tell if 
someone is lying or notD‘

Ne looked up from his notes. YThe boJ will !are red if any untruths are spoken within 
its presence once activated.‘

Ner mouth hung open. Even if shePd made the suggestion, it had mostly been a Woke. 
Y9h. I guess that makes interrogations easy.‘

;ieutenant Baston stared at her for a moment. YNardly.‘
Ne wrote something down, then looked back at her. YI will start with the standard 

?uestions and go from there. Any refusal to answer ?uestions could cause your forcible 
detainment, or deportation from “eftasu. Are you preparedD‘

Elania nodded. YAs IPll ever be, I guess.‘
YAre you a icted by any contagious disease, magical or nonHmagical in natureD‘ he 

asked.
Thank god she hadnPt ended up smeared with any [Fenicia’s Fungal Growth] during 

her travels. ’he shook her head carefully. YIPm not.‘
YAre you in possession of any dangerous artifacts, obWects of mass destruction, or items 

that might cause undue damage to people or propertyD‘ he asked.
They had taken her pack and gear, leaving her with Wust her clothes. Even if she wasnPt 

sure about the daggers, she didnPt have them on her now, so the ?uestion was easy. YI have 
nothing like that.‘

Ne Wotted the answer down. YCo you plan to harm any inhabitant of the cityD‘
Elania blinked, almost instinctively saying no, but then decided to be in depth. Y9nly 

if they try to harm me qrst.‘
Lor the qrst time, she saw a crack in the ;ieutenantPs professional mask in the form of 

a slight smile. YIPll mark that down as V“oP as anything else means being refused entry.‘
That was nice of him.
The neJt ?uestion followed swiftly. Y…hatPs your purpose in “eftasuD‘
Elania frowned. That was a very openHended ?uestion, so she decided to Wust go with 

what she had been thinking about over the last few days. YIPm looking to sell my [Monster 
Core – Ralfot] and maybe live for a while.‘
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Ne scribbled something onto the paper before locking eyes with her again. YCo you 
have any a liations in “eftasuD‘

Elania shook her head. Y“o, IPmR new here.‘
Y ery well,‘ he continued, YNave you been convicted of any crimes in your previous 

dwelling place or anywhere else in EladuD‘
Y“o,‘ she responded truthfully. ’hePd never even committed a crime back on Earth.
;ieutenant Baston studied her for a long moment before Wotting down another note. 

YAnd qnally, do you intend to obey the laws and regulations of “eftasu during your stayD‘
That was a bit of a ?uestion, but also rather easy to sideHstep. Even if she didnPt know 

any of the laws, she didnPt intend to break any.
YGes,‘ she nodded qrmly.
Ne closed the booklet and stood up, leaving the crystal cage on the table. It had 

remained a calm white throughout their conversation. YThe standard ?uestions are always 
rather boring. ;etPs make things more interesting. …hat are the circumstances of your 
travel with the ”onclave monksD‘

Elania answered, trying not to go into too much detail. -ultiple rather pointed ?uesH
tions followed that left little room for vague answers. y the time the ;ieutenant qnished, 
she felt slightly violated, but happy to have not had to answer anything about -arcus or 
the circumstances of his demise.

…hen he qnally seemed satisqed and began to pack up his magic truth boJ, relief 
washed over her.

;ieutenant Baston rose from his seat. YGouPre free to go. Gour belongings will be 
returned after theyPve been inspected. …ait for the guard to come fetch you.‘

As ;ieutenant Baston eJited the room, she couldnPt help but feel a sense of unease 
lingering in his wake.

The guard arrived a short time later, and she was reunited with the group. Their things 
were eventually returned to them, but she saw everything had been Wumbled in her pack 
and she had to reorganize and repack it so it would all qt.

All the monks looked more than ready to depart. 1oren caught her look and gave her a 
weak smile.

Taking a breath, Elania decided to try to lighten the mood. Y’urprised people donPt go 
around the checkpoints if they are all like thisR‘

1oren shook his head. YThere is a massive protection qeld around the cityPs cavern that 
goes through the rock. The only places you can pass through are the checkpoints.‘
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9h. …ell, that was unfortunate for anyone wanting in or out without being treated and 
processed like a criminal. 9nce the guard was ready, he led them through another series 
of tunnels to a larger chamber that was bisected by a shimmering blue qeld similar to the 
ones shePd seen in the waystations. EJcept it was absolutely massive, like a !oating wall of 
transparent water. And thick, too, at least three or four meters wide.

The smell of ozone hit her. ;ight crystals !ickered like they hadnPt seen maintenance 
in years. The entire room felt like an old subway.

There was a small building centered in the qeld, puncturing through it. The platform 
was raised oS the ground with a stairwell going up to the device. It seemed like whatever 
it was, it was meant to be their way through the magical barrier.

Boing through it made her ears pop. The taste of the air changed immediately, and 
it seemedRthinner, somehow. ;ike all the magic had been sucked out of it. Neck, it 
probably had been. …hat were they using to power the barrierD

Nopefully not the people inside. That would suck.
The guards left them to their devices once they were out the other side, the only eJit 

through a tunnel in the far side of the room. It was large, easily wide enough for a half 
dozen parties to pass by without running into each other. The sound of falling water and 
the scent of humidity touched her before they reached the end of the trek. A heavy door 
at the end was locked open.

There was a massive cliS, and a series of steps that worked themselves downwards to the 
massive city below. It looked like it was cut into diSerent shaped cookies, each separated 
by dark chasms and canyons with black water at their bottoms.

…hat drew her gaze the most, though, was the massive waterfall that tumbled down 
from above, qlling a vast underground lake below the city. It glittered with blues and 
yellows of the thousands of hanging crystals attached to the cavernPs ceiling by massive 
metal chains.

1oren noticed her staring. Y…elcome to “eftasu.‘



CHAPTER 50 – DRIFTING

A t the bottom of the ramp, there was a booth that charged them a small tax. Two 
large silvers to get into the city, and it was two small ones to leave. Anyone who 

couldn’t pay was forced to work for the city to make up the diEerence, and Ilania couldn’t 
imagine the pay was very good.

Thankfully, her funds were enough to cover the cost. “t was the secondary cost that 
gave her pause.

The clerk placed a large orb on the counter and had each monk place their hand on it 
to drain some mana.

Ilania stared at the crystal warily. H?ow much does it take”z
HAll of it, miss. “ reali-e that some might have slower regeneration that others, but 

without the extra cost it would be impossible to power the city’s protections and infraW
structure,z the clerk explained.

All of it” As in all of her [Power]” ?aha, no thank you. H“ refuse.z
That seemed to shock the clerk. Taniel glared at her. HCithout the power donations, 

the MelestialWengine would run dry and then the defenses would falter. “t may seem 
peaceful, but there are worse things in the dark that surround the city than Gan-itore. 
“f you’re going to be here, you need to contribute as well.z

?e was going to lecture her about what was right and what she should do” Flaring at 
him, she turned back to the crystal. Oor all she knew, she’d touch it and it would yank her 
soul out and poof no more Ilania. Br she’d shrivel up into a dead husk.

…utLmaybe that wasn’t super likely. “f it was more like her mana shard then she could 
probably control it. Dimit the amount it drained.
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HOine. “’ll give some,z Ilania hissed at the clerk, who looked panicked and relieved at 
the same time.

3he placed a jnger on it instead of her palm like the others.
[Outsider detected.]
[Authority Level Recognized: Maximum.]
[Vessel Status: 433/799]
[Drain: Enabled]
Ilania blinked. 'o one else seemed to see the interface that appeared, and that was 

probably a good thing. Too bad she had no idea what it meant.
The others stared and frowned when the crystal didn’t light upLprobably because 

it wasn’t receiving any power. Treating it like her mana shard, she threaded the barest 
amounts of [Power] into it, amounting to less than a single unit.

The crystal happily gobbled it down and turned a brilliant white. Then she killed the 
Jow.

HThere. That’s good, right”z Ilania asked.
Hqou have a lot of mana, miss. That’s more than enough, thank you.z The clerk took 

the crystal and placed it back under the counter.
3he shook her head. Ceird. As they moved through the tax gate, her eyes fell on the 

back of Taniel’s stupid bald head.
MelestialWengines” NivineWmagicWtech” Cas she going to end up dealing with theotechW

nicans next” The disparate parts of the world were a hodgepodge blending of diEerent 
genres and things she’d never have believed could be real. Could the people back home 
be excited to learn that the daydreams they’d thought up actually existed”

“f she ever got home, no one would believe her, and she’d end up in an insane asylum. 
Gaybe she’d be able to take up the Rob as an author and tell her story”

A bridge took them out over the ravine and towards the nearest section of the city. “t 
looked like there were broad sections when she had studied it from above. H“s there a city 
map”z

9oren nodded. Hqou’ll need to touch one of the way stones to connect to the city 
interface. “t’ll provide a map and some basic functions like calling for the Fuard. Non’t 
use that, though, unless it is an emergency, or you’ll be Railed.z

Ilania nodded. H'o false emergency calls. Fot it.z
“t 0uickly became apparent that they had entered the city via one of the rougher 

districtsLand that was being charitable. The stone buildings were worn down from use 
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with no evidence of repairs or work being done to repair cracks that looked universal. “t 
sort of ruined her jrst impression of the city.

No-ens of people were idle, sitting along the sides of the street, leaning against or 
camped by the walls and alleys. All of them stared at the monks and their procession with 
hungry eyes. The city, it turned out, wasn’t much diEerent from the deep caverns. “t was 
Rust that the predators were hiding in plain sight instead of nestled up in a hidden alcove.

Ahead of them, two guards had sei-ed a haggardWlooking man. They were taking turns 
punching and beating him before they began to haul him oE into one of the nearby alleys.

HChat’d he do”z Ilania asked 0uietly.
Taniel shot her a look. H'one of our business. qou’ll keep your nose out of other’s 

troubles if you know what’s best for you.z
?er eyes slid to the monk and settled with a cold hardness. Chere had the Pwe protect 

people8’ spiel he had spouted when it came to PNemons’ go” ?e only cared if people were 
killed by demons, but not by ruthless, over-ealous guards” Oucking hypocrite.

“t wouldn’t do to voice her opinion on him, though. 3oon they would part ways, and 
hopefully she never had to see another Monclave monk asshole again. 3till, she couldn’t 
0uite disagree with his reasoning. As much as she might want to consider helping people, 
she wasn’t a hero. 3he didn’t have the resource to do much. Taking care of herself was 
already going to be a tall order.

?er opinion of the city dropped further as they went. The district turned out to be 
the slums for real, or as 9oren called it, the PGercenary Nistrict’, which didn’t seem very 
accurate. 3ure, there were plenty of mercenaries that she had spotted, and the central 
s0uare was certainly full of taverns and tough looking mean between work, but it was 
mostly Rust a slum.

Chen they reached the large, gilded gate leading into the PMonclave Nistrict’ the 
disparity in wealth became abundantly clear. ?ere was a city that was segregated by 
socioWeconomic classes and wasn’t afraid to widely broadcast the ine0uality.

Chy else would the Monclave Nistrict have a fucking gatehouse gilded in gold right 
beside a district where the people looked like they hadn’t had a decent meal in weeks”

As the architecture and displayed wealth changed, so too did the people of the MonW
clave Nistrict. Gost notably, their attire, which was colorful and adorned with expensive 
looking Rewelry and embellishments. The guards were much more prevalent in their 
presence near the gate, and all of them eyed her with interest. 3he doubted that she’d have 
made it into the area if she hadn’t obviously been part of the monks’ party.
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The street worked its way up, and up. 3everal times it transformed into a staircase 
until they were fully on what she assumed was the main level. A large open s0uare was 
surrounded by multiWstory stone abodes, while do-ens of temporary looking vendor stalls 
jlled the center.

HThis is the only openWair market allowed in the Monclave Nistrict,z 9oren said. ?e 
pointed toward the stone in the very center of it. HThat’s the way stone. “f you touch it, 
you can accept the city interface and that’ll give you a map and clock.z

Ilania nodded when a new system message Jashed.
[Contractee Initiated Contract termination.]
[Contract Completed]
[No violations have been assessed.]
[All clauses ful-lled. SystemBtermination of Contract completed.]
Ilania blinked as she read 0uickly. “t was over. “t was over so suddenly that it took her 

by surprise.
HThis is where we part ways,z 9oren said, a hint of apology in his voice.
The novices continued ahead. Taniel turned around, his eyes targeting her. H“f you 

know what’s best for you, Nemon, you’ll get out of here now. The districts outside of the 
Gercenary Nistrict have curfews, and a wild demon at night is dejnitely a violation.z

Ilania pulled her pack tighter and then shoved past him, heading toward the way 
stone. A faint good luck from 9oren sounded, and then something snide from Taniel. 3he 
ignored both and put them out of her mind.

3he needed to get the map and clock, then jgure out where she was going.
As she approached, a contraption on wheels nearly ran her over and she dodged it, a 

shout from the driver urging her onward. Mars” They had magical cars” CellLit was more 
like a selfWmoving box on wheels, and didn’t make any noise, butL cars”

The encounter left her with the reali-ation she needed to keep her mind open about 
what was possible and what wasn’t when there was magic involved.

There was also evidence of [Ralfot] pulled wagons as well, which moved much slower 
but were pulling cargos that looked 0uite heavy. The ba-aar was packed with people that 
made an easy path to the way stone challenging. 6ather than take a straightWline path, she 
wandered between the merchants and customers, 0uietly minding herself.

Uretty fabrics and Rewelry were the predominant oEering. A few food and fruit stands 
stood together in clumps, while a few stalls oEered weapons. Mlothes were in abundance 
everywhere, and more than once, she had almost stopped to admire some things.
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Chen she jnally reached the Cay 3tone, it felt like she’d run through a marathon. 
Gaybe that was Rust the claustrophobia of being surrounded by so much noise and people. 
The last weeks had been relatively silent except for the occasional bursts of chaos and 
adrenaline. This was a much diEerent stimuli to get used to.

There weren’t any indications of how to link with the stone, so she Rust did the most 
basic thing she could think of  place her palm on the stone. “t was cool to the touch, and 
it seemed like the correct thing to do as it suddenly lit up with runes. 'o one seemed to 
take notice, hinting it was some weird [System] thing.

[kinding: Neftasu]
[Cloc1: 87:8U]
[Emergency]
[Map]
[Other]
Bh, that was perfect. A big smile erupted on her face. The new screen was pretty easy 

to understand, and she mentally Rabbed the [Map] function without hesitation.
3he was rewarded with an enormous screen popping into place in front of her, the 

slightly transparent image expanding to several meters in width and height. “t was much 
too close, and she was forced to take a few steps back before she went crossWeyed.

The map was not what she expected. Foogle Gaps might have spoiled her slightly, and 
her expectations had beenL thrashed. 'o search bar, no Pfood near me’ function, and 
dejnitely no map pins.

Almost immediately, she found a -oom function, and that allowed her to push the 
image in closer. …eige street lines came into focus and there were even shop labels8 …ingo8

Ixcept there were thousands of buildings. The map was hard to understand compared 
to where she was, and thereLwasLnoLsearch. ?ow the heck was she supposed to jnd 
the right shop like this” At best, it would help her familiari-e herself with the diEerent 
districts via landmarks.

Cell, she knew she needed to jnd an PArtijcer’, Rust not where they were located. That 
meant asking a random stranger for directions. Ilania scanned the crowd with a growing 
anxiety.

Gaybe it was time to make a random purchase. That’d make the conversation easy.
3he wandered through the proEered wares randomly. “t was the fabric that jnally 

caught her attention. The stall was manned by a young man with a brown complexion 
and black hair. As soon as she stopped, he immediately smiled.
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?er eyes Jickered over everything on display and tallied up the things she really needed. 
3everal pairs of small clothes, a cheap tunic and trousers to replace the illWjtting ones she 
had. 'ew footwear, because the wads of fabric in her boots s0uee-ed her toes and made 
them uncomfortable. Gaybe she should have looked for a shop that would trade them for 
something else.

HMan “ help you, Gahlessi” Gahim has many things for you to choose from today.z 
?is thick accent surprised her. “t was the jrst time someone hadn’t sounded like perfectly 
neutral American Inglish.

H?ow much would a set of small clothes and a set of sandals cost”z Ilania asked.
?is eyes seemed to appraise her for a few seconds before replying. HOor you, “ believe a 

small gold would be enough for all of it.z
A small fucking gold” Orom what she understood, that was literal robbery8
HThat seems extremely costly,z Ilania responded neutrally.
?e shrugged. HGy wares, they are jne silk from the Bverworld, and the sandals are 

made with jne leathers from a prime [ mberwal1]. They are worth much. “f you wish 
for cheaper items, “ would recommend the market in the city center or artisan district.z

rgh. 3he’d somehow ended up shopping in a ba-ar for rich people.
H“’m sorry, but even at half that price, “ couldn’t aEord it right now,z Ilania admitted.
The cheer on his face faltered into a polite stare that resembled an annoyed service 

person dealing with a nonWcustomer. …iting her lip, she asked for what she needed anyway.
Gahim sighed. Hqou’ll jnd many artijcer shops in the 'oble Nistrict. They have an 

entire street of them, “ believe. qou can jnd it on your map, yes”z
Ilania nodded. HThank you.z
?e waved her on and she moved with the crowd out of the ba-ar. Bnce she was in a 

relatively more open space away from the stalls, she opened her [Map]. 6otating it was 
simple enough, and she found the 'oble Nistrict in the center of the city.

“t was easy to spot looking around, too. The place was a massive spire that Rutted 
upward all the way to the cavern’s ceiling. 'o missing it.

Taking a deep breath, she headed toward what she hoped was the right place.



CHAPTER 51 – ARTIFICE DENIED

E lania headed out of the market, having walked its entire length and still having barely 
scratched the real depth of the place. Someone wanting to browse the wares would 

have been easily able to waste an entire day or two exploring everything.
She was not one of those people, at least not at the moment.
It was a rather straight shot out of the Conclave district to reach the central hub that 

looked to be more markets and shops. Everything seemed to be a muddled mix of qualities 
and styles, hinting at a district that was a melting pot for the entire city. As she passed 
under one of open guard post gates, a woman with a child in tow came around the corner 
at the same time.

The other woman was looking down and yelling at the kid and bumped into her. 
That drew a heated curse and then, when the woman stared her in the eyes, a frantic 
high-pitched scream.

Elania blinked in confusion and froze in place as the woman continued screaming and 
jumped backwards, leaving her child behind, equally confused. Realizing her mistake, the 
woman grabbed her kid and pulled back, but this time tripped on her own skirt and both 
went tumbling to the ground.

Everyone around evaporated, leaving the three of them alone in the middle of the 
gatehouse. Guards appeared by the dozen almost instantly, ‘lling both ends of the space.

An accusatory ‘nger and shouts of D!emon tried to kill me’H echoed all around.
Koly shit. SheHd run into an otherworld Maren.
The guards seemed to calm down when she didnHt oOer any resistance. If they had 

police cars, she was sure sheHd have ended up in the back of one no matter how it looked, 



!EN'34S ASCE3T 1“”

just because of her red eyes. As it was, they took her far enough away so that the womanHs 
shrieking wouldnHt drown out the conversation.

The questions were pointed. Elania answered all of them carefully. There was no 
presence of a DtruthH stone, and she wondered if theyHd have to go that far to prove 
anything.

Ker worry was misplaced, because apparently the guards were annoyed by the woman. 
The claims had become more and more fantastical until, ‘nally, one of the guards spoke 
up and said she was a liar. That made her even more mad, and she slapped him.

That was the wrong thing to do.
The slapped guard stood and watched as one of the other guards snatched her wrist 

and locked her arm behind her back in one smooth motion. The other pulled out a metal 
stick and then smashed it into her face.

Elania was sure the woman would crumple instantly from the blow, but the guard 
holding her kept her on her feet. A series of metal ‘sted blows to the womanHs stomach 
and face followed until the guard holding her decided it was enough and tossed her to the 
ground. The young boy jumped up and threw himself over her, and began to sob and beg 
for mercy.

The guard with the cudgel turned and pointed at Elania. FI think we ‘gured out what 
happened here. Go on and get out of here, demon. !onHt cause any more trouble.9

Elania wanted to protest that she had started no trouble, even though she felt terrible 
and guilty about the woman getting beaten. Even if it was her own stupid fault. Elania 
took one more look at the bloody mess the guards had wrought, and then passed by 
silently.

The kid gave her a glare of hatred.
If she had been a hero, sheHd have stopped the guards somehow and made everything 

turn out alright. If sheHd been given super healing and happy love powers, sheHd have healed 
her and made everyone laugh.

She wasnHt a hero, and didnHt have those kinds of powers.
Elania pulled her cloak around herself tighter and kept her head down as she passed by 

the very unhappy guards.
0inding out how many guards it would take to beat her into a bloody pulp was not on 

her bingo card for the day.
Ker trek through the central hub area was done in somber personal silence. The guards 

at the noble district studied her intently as she passed through. The 3oble !istrict turned 
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out to a series of spiral staircases upward, each level featuring a diOerent function of shops 
or multi-story houses embedded directly into the central pillar.

0ancy gardens of mushrooms, ?ora, and even grass and small trees that werenHt [Tow-
er-Cap] greeted her, giving the place a, well, 'verworld feel.

The row of DArti‘cerH shops she found on one of the medium-upper levels. The sign 
for the street clearly stated the purpose helpfully, and she eagerly headed into the ‘rst and 
largest shop on the street.

The front door was fancy, but she didnHt miss the metal reinforcement woven into 
the frame. 'nce inside, there was an old vintage feeling. Every surface was covered in 
woodYthe real type of wood, not the soft fungal stuO sheHd become accustomed to in 
the !eep Caverns.

The ?oors were polished and clean, and dozens of stands held diOerent trinkets that 
glittered with magic light and artistry.

A man standing behind a glass counter smiled at her.
It was a fake, forced smile. FPhat are you doing, girlJ ThereHs no food or charity here. 

UouHll scare the clientele away, please leave.9
Elania blinked. FIHm not here for charity. I have something to sell,9 Elania continued 

and stepped toward the counter, but the man almost immediately freaked out.
Ke shouted at her. FStop’ Pe have security’9
ElaniaHs eyes followed the manHs hand as he pressed a stone on the side of the wall. It lit 

up and bells began to erupt in the building, making a horrible cacophony.
FI have a [Monster Core – Ralfot] to sell’ 8lease’9 Elania shouted over the noise, 

halting in place.
She pulled the core out of her bag and showed it clearly so maybe heHd calm down and 

stop freaking out.
Ke didnHt care, and a trio of armed guards emerged from a back room.
The shopkeeper pointed at her. FGet her out of here’9
Ker hope for some type of resolution plummeted through the ?oor. She raised her 

hands and backed out slowly. Two of the guards remained inside and bolted the door shut 
while the third followed her and made sure she left.

A city guard either saw or heard the commotion and hurried over. FPhatHs going onJ9
The bouncer shrugged. FGirlHs banned from shop.9
FPhyJ9
The man shrugged again. F!unno. DCause sheHs a demon, I guess.9
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That prompted the guard to give her a second look, and a frown appeared on his face. 
FIHll take things from here then.9

The bouncer nodded and disappeared back into the shop.
A lump of defeat ‘lled her stomach. KowHd things end up like thisJ
FPhat are you doing hereJ9 the guard asked.
FI needed to see an arti‘cer, so I could sell something,9 Elania said.
Ke shook his head. FUouHre in the wrong place for that.9
FIs there a right placeJ9 Elania asked rather more pointedly than she meant.
FI mean, this is the 3oble !istrict. There arenHt any arti‘cers here. :ust rich shops that 

sell things for ridiculous prices. I am guessing what you are trying to sell isnHt actually an 
arti‘ce, is itJ9

Elania shook her head. FItHs a [Monster Core – Ralfot].9
Ke nodded. FSo. Prong place. Uou need to go over to the Artisan !istrict, then to 

Arti‘cer Row.9
F'h.9 Elania mumbled. She pulled her map up and looked at it. Sure enough, there 

was such a place. It was just on the opposite end of the city, and she had to pass all the way 
through either the Nercenary !istrict or Conclave !istrict to get to it. That was going to 
be a lot of walking.

FLgh. Thank you. I didnHt know. IHll head that way now,9 Elania said. FThank you.9
The guard didnHt let her go. FPait. Are you planning to break curfewJ9
Elania blinked. FCurfew, whatJ9
3o one had mentioned a curfew to her, had theyJ That seemed like an important thing 

to forget to mention. Elania glanced at her new [System] clock. It read ”5 1“.
FCurfew starts at ”2 ……. Conclave, 3oble, and Artisan districts lock down. ights go 

out. 'nly the Nercenary !istrict doesnHt observe it. If you donHt have a place to stay, you 
need to head there now if you want to make it in time,9 the guard explained.

0uck. 0uck. 0uck. She was going to have to spend the entire night in the slumsJ
Ke must have seen the panic on her face as he sighed. FCome with me. IHll escort you 

to the gate at least. That way, you wonHt have to run.9
Elania blinked. Ke was being niceJ She smiled and thanked him again.
The walk back down was faster than the one up. The path through the noble district 

and then back through the hub to the Nercenary gate took nearly an hour. 'ther guards 
scrutinized them carefully, but her escort seemed to provide the necessary hall pass needed 
as the overhead crystals dimmed and left everything in muted dark blues.
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FA piece of advice. !onHt use the DCall GuardsH function in the Nerc !istH or youHll 
likely get hurt,9 the guard said unbidden as they neared the gate.

Elania blinked. FI can fend for myself. Phy are you helping meJ9
FCall it a weakness for young women in distress,9 he replied immediately.
Ker cheeks heated. She was not in distress. Actually, maybe she had been. Alright, yes, 

he was right about that part. Centering herself, she let out a little huO. F!oes my hero 
have a name, thenJ9

That drew a choke from him, which made her smile slightly.
FNy name is Kenri. UoursJ9 he asked.
FElania,9 she replied. FThank you again.9
Ke shook his head. F!onHt mention it. :ust doing my job.9
A few guards idled at the gate. Tra c had aborted, and they looked bored. That 

changed when they saw her and Kenri.
'ne of them waved. FKenri’ Phat, did you ‘nd a new girlfriend alreadyJ9
KenriHs cheeks ?ushed. FLhh, no. Girl needed help with some directions.9
FSo you escorted her all the way down hereJ9 Another guard asked.
Another guard leaning against the wall chimed in, FAlways the knight, bleeding heart 

Kenri.9
'ne of the guards stopped lounging and suddenly stood up straight, half reaching for 

his sword. FKey’ SheHs a demon’9
The friendly chattered died as everyone went to attention.
'ne of them pointed. F0uck’ SheHs not even bound’ ook at her eyes’9
Kenri held up his hands. FGuys, calm down. I donHt think sheHs dangerous.9
The angry guard didnHt let up. FKow can you be sure about thatJ Phat are you 

bringing it here for, anywayJ Pe already have enough problems in the Nerc !istH without 
a rampaging demon running around’9

Elania sighed. FKello, IHm right here, de‘nitely not rampaging or anything you knowJ9
Everyone went silent and stared at her.
FI already went through the checkpoint and was interrogated by ieutenant Gaston. 

Ke let me through without issue. The group of conclave monks I was traveling with didnHt 
seem to have any issue with me going oO on my own, either. I was lost and Kenri helped 
me get here so I didnHt violate curfew. PhatHs the problemJ9 Elania looked at each of them 
in turn.
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She saw her words got through to a few of them at least, including the one that was in 
charge. Kenri was on her side, but she couldnHt suppress her annoyance at the treatment. 
The one who had spotted her in the ‘rst place also wasnHt buying it.

Ke seemed ‘rmly in the Danti-!emonH crowd. F3one of that matters’ SheHs a bloody 
unbound demon’ Pe need to lock her up before there is a bloodbath that weHll have to 
clean up’9

Elania puOed up her cheeks. FIHm not going on a rampage’ The only way there will be 
a bloodbath is if someone attacks me, IHll probably beat the crap out of them’9

That elicited a chorus of laughter from two other guards. 'ne of them slapped his leg. 
FSheHs going to beat the DcrapH out of them’9

Phat was so funnyJ Kad they really never heard a shit joke beforeJ It wasnHt even a joke 
really, just a turn of phrase.

FThatHs a new one’9
Apparently not.
F0itting.9
FPouldnHt want to clean it up.9
Ker antagonists glared at all of them. FStop laughing’ This is serious’ SheHs a demon, 

not a girl’9
FSeems like sheHs both to me,9 Kenri said.
The man fumed. FThis is seY’9
The leader held up his hand. FYserious. Ueah, sure, but plenty of people end up as 

bloody messes in there. PhatHs the diOerenceJ Pe donHt get involved with those, anyway. 
:ust when things get really out of hand.9

The older man looked at her. FMeep your head down in there.9
Elania nodded. They passed her through.
Uay. Too bad every fucking thing had to turn into a demon-discrimination ordeal. 
At least no one had tried to stab her yet.



CHAPTER 52 – TAVERNSPOT

E lania set her destination as the center of the Mercenary District and where she 
suspected she’d vnd the actige tagerns and alehouses that’d kige her a chance to 

loom for a roo. or a place to waitT ,he .ain agenue was well litb qut egidence of s—ualor 
was egerywhere she loomedT ,rash and litter vlled the streetb .ost of it hagink washed up 
akainst the quildinks‘and people‘alonk the sidesT

,he lacm of ogerhead crystals cast egerythink in darmer hues than when she’d qeen 
throukh qeforeT [Darkvision] dealt with .ost of thatb qut .ultiple streets qranchink oO 
still had the -Whzfucmzso.eoneziszfollowinkz.eztoozdarmzcatekory’ attached to the.T

xhen the central plaLa of the district ca.e into giewb she relaSedT Het her kuard down 
a littleT

,hat’s eSactly when so.eone tried to staq herT
,here was a Gicmer of sound and her ear tensed up as her [Darkwalker] senses set oO 

the alar.T ;he turned her neSt step into a whirlb and her hand cla.ped down on a .an’s 
wristT

[Stabber – Human – Level 77]
Ie stared at her in shocmT ;he stared qacmT ,here was the gakue sensation of hundreds 

of eyes watchink the altercationb as if all the other piranhas were waitink to see if it was 
safe to qiteT

WOerink a silent apoloky and prayer to Hieutenant Nastonb she yanmed hardb and the 
.an Gewb s.ashink into a nearqy stone quildink with a heagy thu.pT ;he’d controlled 
herself' he’d proqaqly ket qacm up akainT Mayqe after healink a few qromen qonesT

;he turned and continued on her way as if nothink had happenedT At see.ed to hage 
qeen the correct decisionb as no one else accosted herT
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,he thoukht that the tagerns would qe open and doink qusiness was correctT ,he scene 
ruined her .ental pictureb thoukhT Wutdoor seatink was cra..ed fullb .usic vlled the 
airb and hundreds of .en were koink aqout lime it was the .iddle of the dayT ;cantily clad 
wo.en walmed with .en to what she assu.ed were qrothels or so.ethink elseT ;he’d 
oBcially found Ceftasu’s nikhtlife sceneT

;he hoped that MrT ;taqqer was the only one who had a think for ar.ed and ar.ored 
lesser de.onessesT

,he center was too crowdedT ;he picmed a side street with so.e .ore shops and found 
a tagern with e.pty seatinkT At was less noisyb and she decided to try the place outT

4 qusy qar.aid was rushink larke tanmards qetween taqles as Elania slid oO her qacmz
pacm and sat at one of the e.pty onesT ;he slid her qoots throukh the straps Rust so no one 
thoukht they could snatch it and runT

;ettlink in for a lonk waitb she qekan to study the other patronsT Most of the. were 
lower legelb .uch lower than the people she’d seen at the checmpoint and xaystation 9ourT 
;he’d not seen any real rhy.e or reason to the legelsb qut city people see.ed to qe .uch 
lower legelT

7onsiderink you only earned legels for millink thinks or peopleb that .ade senseT
4s her kaLe wanderedb she noticed a .an starink at her fro. near the doorT Ie was 

larkeb wearink ar.orb and loomed dankerousT
[Bouncer – Human – Level 245]
;ob there was securityT ,he —uestion of whether she was koink to hage trouqle passed 

throukh her head al.ost i..ediatelyT ,amink a deep qreathb she s.iled and waged to hi.b 
qut that only see.ed to .ame hi. .ore annoyedT

Wh wellT ;he loomed away and tried to pretend to qe interested in so.ethink elseT
,hat wasn’t hardb qecause she was interested in a lot of what she sawb all of it newT ,here 

was gery little egidence of wood whereger she loomedT 9urnitureb doorsb siknsb and pretty 
.uch egerythink was .ade of .etal‘or stoneT

9unkal wood proqaqly didn’t do well for anythink intended to lastT At was so soft it 
limely decayed —uicmlyT At was .ushroo. Geshb after allT Ats pros really went to how easy it 
was to turn into RagelinsT 0roqaqly .ade kood GeSiqle qow .aterialb at least if you didn’t 
.ind your qow turnink to .ush and hagink to replace it egery so oftenT

8y the ti.e the waitress arrigedb Elania was studyink the city cagern’s ceilinkb the 
di..ed likht stones qarely gisiqle hankink fro. their chains if she pushed her unslotted 
[Darkvision] to its li.itT
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…xhat can A ket youY! the wo.an asmed with a neutral tone that was gery .uch all 
qusinessT

:khT ,he waitress was literally screa.ink antizde.onT
…Iow .uch is a 9ruRuiceY! Elania asmed politelyT
…;.all silgerb! the waitress answeredT
,hat see.ed5eSpensige fro. what she had qeen told aqout city pricesT ;tillb it was 

whategerT
Elania nodded and pulled the coin out of her pouch nestled underneath her torso 

ar.orT ,he wo.an toom it without another wordT Egentuallyb she returned with the klass 
of clear kolden li—uidT

At tasted vneb a qit too sweet co.pared to qeforeT ,he qouncer continued to klare at 
herT

,he thoukht that .ayqe she should vnd another place to wait —uicmly occurredT
Mayqe vndink an inn for the nikht would qe a kood ideaT
Elania carefully nursed her 9ruRuiceb tamink little sips at a ti.e to draw out her stayT
,here were only so .any thinks to qe interested in qefore the waitink qeca.e qorinkT 

;he sikhed and rested her face on her hand and stared at the wallT Co social .edia to 
checmb no gideos to qrowseb and not egen a qlok to readT Mayqe she should pull open her 
[Status] and daydrea. aqout ideas on her smillsY

,he .o.ent she vnished her klassb the 8ouncer kage her the egil eye and approachedT 
At wasb perhapsb ti.e to .oge onT

Ie reached her qefore she had her pacm onT …,i.e to ket out of hereb de.onT 1ou’re 
not welco.eT!

Elania noddedT …;ure‘!
4 .elodic goice pomed qoth of the.T …,here you are2!
At qelonked to a lithe wo.an wearink a qlacm and white .aid’s outvtb co.plete with 

little frills and mneezlenkth stalminkT Ier heartzfaced shape was surrounded qy a qoqzcut 
of yellow hair that ended in slikhtly darmer tipsT At was the eyesb thoukhb that captured 
Elania’s attentionT ,hey were a deepb klowink sapphire qlueT

[Death Dealer – Lesser Demon – Level 556]
0anic Gashed throukh Elania as the wo.an walmed rikht up to her side and then linmed 

ar.s with herT Ier instincts were screechink as loudly as they could  Dankerb Dankerb 
DankerT ,he wo.an Gashed the qouncer a s.ileT …xhy don’t you qe a dear and ko ket us 
so.ethink to drinmY 4 war. ciderb .ayqeY 4 9ruRuiceY!
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,he .an scowled and reached out to kraq the De.oness qy the shoulderT …1our mind 
is not wel‘!

Elania qlinmedT 4pparently the qouncer had no sense of selfzpresergation or a qromen 
[Identify] qecause the -Death Dealer’ turned and kraqqed his wristT ,hen ripped his ar. 
out of the Rointb sprayink half the taqles with a shower of qloodT

,hen she hit hi. with itT
Iard enoukh to send hi. Gyink throukh the air to crash into the quildink’s storefront 

siknb the li.q she used eSplodink into a useless stuqT
At all happened so fastT Elania had gery little ti.e to thinm aqout itT 
0atrons ran and screa.edT ,he waitress loomed out fro. the door to the tagern with 

a horrived eSpressionT ,he De.oness noticed her and s.iledT …Don’t worry darlinkb A 
wouldn’t leage you to clean up egerythinkT!

4 fa.iliar process unfolded  the .an’s qlood and qody parts qekan to disintekrate 
into kolden likht .otes that then Gowed into the other de.onT 4fter a few secondsb the 
qloody scene was clean and only the slikht da.ake to the sikn and a pile of e.pty clothes 
re.ainedT

…1ou Rust5ate hi.b! Elania accusedT
…,hey’re deliciousb! the de.oness replied without a hint of a RomeT ;he s—ueeLed 

Elania’s ar. slikhtlyT …xhat’s your na.eY!
9eelink trappedb Elania answeredT …ElaniaT xhat’s yoursY!
…Elania2 xhat a nice na.eT A’. ,essaT Het’s hage a drinm tokether2! At was i.possiqle 

to tell whether or not the eSuqerance was fameT
…:hhT ;ureT 8ut could you5please let ko of .eY! Elania asmedT
4 giqratink -h..’ ca.e fro. ,essa qefore she did sob .ogink to sit downT Elania 

nu.qly sat down at her seat .ore slowlyT
,essa waged to the still froLen waitressT …8rink us so.ethink qefore A ket i.patient2!
,he wo.an scurried qacm into the quildinkT
4 kroup of four .en approachedT Elania’s vrst thoukht that they were kuards was 

dead as she eSa.ined the.T ,hey loomed lime .ercenariesT Wne of the. .uttered a low 
…De.onsT!

,heir weapons were drawnT ,he leader halted a safe distance awayT …,his is our turfb 
De.on2 1ou Rust milled one of our custo.ersT Net out of her qefore we re.oge youT!
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Elania felt lime pullink her hood up and escapinkb qut ,essa reached oger and kraqqed 
her handT …Elaniab please Rust wait a .o.ent while A deal with thisT A a. so sorry our chat 
has to qe delayed akainT!

,he De.oness was koink to -deal with it’T ,hat was what she had qeen afraid of2
,essa .oged to stand in front of the .ercenary partyT …1ou’ge all forkotten to qe 

afraidT! ;he licmed her lipsT …My .aster has kigen .e strict orders aqout who A can and 
can’t millT 0lease threaten or touch .eT!

,he .ercenaries loomed qetween each other unco.fortaqlyb qut the wiLard stepped up 
and qekan incantink so.ethinkT Iis crystal tipped staO qekan to klowT

,essa pointed at hi. and uttered a sinkle arcane wordT
4 qlacm circle appeared oger the wiLard’s headb then Gashed downwardT 4t vrstb it 

see.ed lime it was koink to crush hi.b qut there wasn’t anythink lime thatT Ansteadb it 
see.ed to qe lime a portalb and when it reached his feetb it winmed out of eSistence5 alonk 
with the wiLardT

…xho else wants a trip to the depthsY! ,essa asmed cheerfullyT
…“elain’s Iound2! one of the .en shoutedb fearfullyT xhateger that .eantb Elania 

suspected ,essa had .anaked to succeed in re.indink the. to qe afraidT ,he three turned 
and ranT

Elania’s qrain played catch upT
Ioly shitb two people were deadT
xellb she assu.ed whereger the -Depths’ were had milled the wiLardT ;till2
,essa returned lime nothink had happened with a s.ileT 4 s.ile lined with triankularb 

raLor sharp loomink teethT
Elania  did  a  douqle  tameT  ,essa’s  ears  were  pointed  as  wellT  ElfY  ,he  hu.an 

eatyzmindzofzElfY
,essa hid her s.ileT …;orryb A’. told it’s a qad haqit that .ames others unco.fortaqleT!
Elania nodded —uicmlyT …:hhT Does this happen oftenY!
,essa shoom her headT …1ou tell .eT Cor.ally A stay unnoticedT 8ut youb you’re sittink 

here all .eemly in the openT!
xas she really actink .eemY Elania frownedT …A Rust need to wait until .orninkT!
…Mayqe you should loom for an Annb! ,essa repliedT
…,hat’s what A was doink until you5until you5! Elania’s words trailed oOT
,essa s.iled akainT …;o.eti.es the people of the Mercenary District need qe re.inded 

of their placeT xhich is not antakoniLink .eT!
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,he De.oness loomed oger at the tagern and frowned qefore shoutinkT …4nd they 
qetter not do .ore qy not qrinkink .e .y drinm2!

Elania vdketedb klancink aroundT Egeryone had disappearedb eScept she spotted two 
city kuards watchink the. with interestT Wh noT

…,he kuards5they’re watchink usb! Elania sta..eredT
,essa let out a trillink laukhT …Don’t .ind the.T ,here were proqaqly a doLen e.erz

kency callsb and they had to loom to .ame sure there wasn’t a ra.pakeT!
,his didn’t —ualify as a ra.pakeY ;he’d ate the qouncer and did5did so.ethink to the 

.akic caster2
,essa leaned forward and sniOed at herT …;o5 what type are youY 1ou s.ell so stronkly 

hu.an it’s hard to tellT!
…A’. a hu.anztypeb! Elania said GatlyT
,essa stared at her qefore suddenly reachink out and snatchink hand then yanmink it to 

her .outhT 4 sharp pain Gared throukh a vnker qefore Elania could yanm her hand qacmT
7onsiderink the teethb she was lucmyb ,essa proqaqly could hage tamen the whole vnker 

oOT ,hanmfully she’d only toom a niqqleT ;tillb Elania vSed her with a hostile klareT …Don’t 
touch .e lime thatT!

…4s you wishb little mittyT A won’t touch you akain unless you asm .e tob! ,essa replied 
with a sly s.ile as she licmed her lipsT …Did you eat your .asterY!

…A neger had a .asterb! Elania answeredT
,essa kage her an appraisink loom ogerT …4 younk wild one so.ehow .amink it to the 

cityY 1ou hage .uch potentialb ElaniaT!
0otential for whatY ,essa had mept her oO qalance the entire ti.eb and Elania did not 

lime the feelink that egerythink was spinnink out of her controlT 8efore she could vkure 
out a responseb the waitress arriged with a tray of drinms and set the. outT

4 super polite …xould you lime anythink elseY! was dis.issed qy a wage of ,essa’s handT 
,he waitress escaped in a way that .ade Elania engiousT

,essa turned her s.ile qacm onT …A can oOer you a few sukkestionsb especially on‘!
,wo kuards in qurkundy cloth and with kold caps appeared qeside the two kuardsT
,essa’s head snapped oger towards the.b and she let out a hissT …My handlers hage 

caukht up with .eT ,i.e to koT!
Elania qlinmedT …;o.eone is after youY!
,essa stood up and eyed herT …,oday is .y free dayb qut if they catch .eb they’ll kige 

.e ordersT A a. not cleanink the sewers akainT!
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,he de.oness snatched the drinm and kulped it down qefore her eyes slid qacm onto 
ElaniaT …A’ll vnd you laterb unless you want to co.e with .eY!

Elania shoom her headT
…0ity2 Mayqe neSt ti.eT! ,essa qacmed awayb then Ru.ped up onto the quildink’s roof 

lime it was a perfectly nor.al actionT ,he four kuards qekan to run after her on the kround 
as the wo.an toom oOT

;hamink her headb Elania stood upb sorted her stuO and laid another s.all silger on 
the taqle for the drinmsT Nulpink down her 9ruRuice she hurried awayb pullink her cloam 
tikhterT

Mayqe there was a darm alley she could clai. until .orninkT



CHAPTER 53 – REVERBERATIONS

T he light stone was simple enough to activate once Yolani slotted in the mana shard. 
It had been just high enough quality to work. Unfortunately, it had been low on 

charge, and after the combat in the dungeon, she had been low on energy. The vault of 
mana crystals she had stockpiled proved their usefulness as she recharged the shard and 
her combat items.

The light stone was hauled o… in a [Ralfot] driven wagon, and a few hours later a note 
arrived con’rming her delivery of the goodsH and the lengthening of her grace period of 
two more weeks to ’nish the last one.

It was a miracle they?d managed the ’rst, and a weight settled on her shoulders. xow 
was she going to get another mana shardA

The neRt few days passed like a blur as she tended to the shop. S visit to Nanolf cost 
her dearly in coin to recharge several trays of mana crystals. xis monopoly, via owning the 
only demon kennels on the row, was eRacerbated by the shortage. It wasn?t just her that 
had to go to him for charging, but everyone.

The cost went up accordingly.
xenri was a consistent presence, showing up every day like clockwork to check on her. 

Mhe appreciated his care, but after the kiss, she couldn?t help but think of what he was 
after. Oot that she didn?t like him, but there was no way she could think about that sort 
of thing with the specter of the Lagister?s debt weighing around her neck.

Thankfully, he seemed to understand, or know, because he didn?t bring it up.
Bn the days that xenri didn?t make it because of his work, Eucas showed up. 9oth 

helped her whenever she needed assistance moving things, which was good because her 
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father had packed things tight and she wasn?t tall enough or strong enough to move some 
of the crates. NeorganiWing things took up most of her time.

xer fatherH
The shop?s bell rang and broke her train of thought. It was an early morning customer. 

S few words were eRchanged, and Yolani fetched one of the spell locks and personaliWed 
it to their thumbprint. Then eRchanged the item for a few coins.

9y the time the transaction was completed, she had forgotten the person?s face. Oor‘
mally she?d have felt proud to have made and sold the useful object.

Sll she could feel was a hopeless feeling. “hat was the point in selling the thing for a 
few coinsA “ithout a mana shard, everything would disappear.

Yolani swallowed and went and turned the shop sign to Gclosed?, before getting on her 
city out’t. Eeather armor, her wand belt, and a pouch containing her useful items. It was 
time to return to the Myndicate and fetch her share of the dungeon dive?s proceeds.

xurrying down the row, she avoided the people moving up and down the street, but 
when she got to the main gate, a familiar face was there.

”Creetings lass, good to see you out and about ’nally,D xarlock greeted.
Yolani blinked. xe wasn?t wrong. Mhe?d spent the entire week locked up in the shop 

almost. ”xow are thingsAD
The sergeant shrugged. ”Mame as ever. S bit more desperate. The shortage is on every‘

one?s lips. Lore and more come and go, looking disappointed. Cot word it?s starting to 
a…ect the infrastructure people. “aterworks technician was cursing a storm when he left 
yesterday.D

Mhe considered that. The city certainly needed mana shards to e…ectively operate. 
There were too many people in too small a space for it to be otherwise. Sir was constantly 
cycled from long lengths of air pipes, while sewage, running water, and the light stones 
all required shards to power their functions.

'ivil engineering would always have ’rst priority for their needs, but if they weren?t 
getting any eitherH

The situation seemed even more dire than she thought. “hy wasn?t everyone panick‘
ingA

Yolani blinked. They didn?t know. Oot everyone was an arti’cer that understood how 
the city functioned. It eRplained the grim look she?d seen on her peers? faces when she had 
been to Nanolf?s recharging her crystals.
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”If yer gonna take a nap on me, you can take my seat, lass. Slthough I was fairly certain 
I was the older of us, and more prone to falling asleep in the middle of the day,D xarlock 
said.

The comment jolted her out of her inner thoughts, and she let out a little laugh. ”Morry, 
sorry. You gave me a lot to think about. I?m heading to the Myndicate to pick up my share 
of our dungeon run.D

xarlock frowned. ”You?re going aloneAD
Yolani nodded. ”I?ll be ’ne. There is plenty of time. I?ll go through the 'onclave side 

of things.D
xe let out an unhappy grumble, then looked over to the other side of the gate. ”Bi6 

Eucas6D
The middle‘aged man hurried over, wearing a brand‘new set of armor. It was clear 

where he had spent part of his share of the loot.
Yolani smiled at him. ”Oice to see you, Eucas6D
xe smiled and greeted her back before looking more seriously to Mergant xarlock. 

”MirAD
”0scort mission. The girl is going to pick up her gold from the Myndicate. Lake sure 

nothing happens to her,D xarlock ordered.
0mbarrassment ran through her. ”Mergeant, there is no need. I?m not aHD
”Things are restless, and the service is part of our employment package,D xarlock said 

before turning back to Eucas. ”If she needs to make any detours or the like, then follow 
along. Pust make sure she gets back safely.D

Ss they headed through the city, she really couldn?t think of anything to talk about. 
”Uhm. Morry for putting you out like this.D

”Oo problem. Cuarding the row, escorting through the city. Pob is about the same,D 
Eucas replied. xe grinned at her. ”Sctually, you could say I got an upgrade cause I get to 
walk with a cute arti’cer.D

xer cheeks heated, and she let out a nervous laugh.
“hen they reached the central city hub, her feet were hurting. S week of inactivity had 

left her out of shapeA Mhe trekked onward.
“hen the Myndicate?s fortress of a district ’nally came into sight, a frown crossed 

Yolani?s face. S thick crowd had gathered outside. ”“hat?s going onAD
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”Eot of people are o…ering a lot of coin for mana shards. Eots of people are hard on 
their luck, taking the chance to go on a dive to look for one. 8ro’t share is enormous 
considering the price the shards are going for at auction,D Eucas eRplained.

”Sny idea what those prices wereAD Yolani asked.
Eucas shrugged. ”Think I heard ’fty large golds for a high‘quality shard. That?s enough 

for someone to retire on.D
7ifty large goldsA That was insane.
”0Rpect you?ll get a large payout for your father?s shard,D he added.
xer shoulders drooped. xer father?s shard. If only 7enton hadn?t taken it, she?d have 

had the eRtra shard she needed to solve things.
Eucas immediately saw her eRpression crumple. ”Bh, hey. I?m sorry I didn?t mean toHD
Mhe shook her head. ”It?s not your fault. I just haven?t worked through things yet.D
Mkipping the crowd, they headed over to the back entrance to the Myndicate?s building 

dedicated to collecting auction sale shares. It was a plushly decorated but small room with 
a single receptionist window. The lady had them wait while she went to ’nd the manager.

“hen she returned, it was with 7enton in tow. “as he the only manager that worked 
hereA Br had he taken an interest in her for some reasonA

”Ls. Setherhart. I?m glad to see you. Your father?s shard went for quite a sum,D he said. 
8ulling out a small leather bag, he handed it to her.

The weight shocked her.
Ss he stated the value, she was shocked. ”Twenty large golds for the shard itself as your 

father?s share. 8lus, one large gold, ’ve small gold, and some silver for eRpedition?s share.D
Oo wonder xarlock had sent Eucas with her. It was a fortune6 0veryone had received 

just over one and a half large golds for the runA That wasH way more than she had 
eRpected.

7enton glanced at Eucas. ”I see you already have your own escort, but if you?d wish, the 
Myndicate can provide a carriage or men at no charge to see you safely to the bank or your 
shop.D

Yolani swallowed. ”I don?t suppose you have any mana shards for sale with 55 capac‘
ityAD

xe shook his head. ”“e?ve had a few come in, but they are going quite high at the 
auction. You missed it, I?m afraid. I would tell you that neRt week?s auction might be your 
chance, but supply has not recovered, even with so many new divers.D

”Twenty gold wouldn?t be enough for oneAD Yolani asked with a frown.
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xe shook his head. ”I?m afraid not. The Lagistrate has placed a blanket ban on the sale 
of the lower end of our shards, buying them outright for the city. There is not enough for 
even that, and only the higher end ones have been going to auction.D

Mhe let out a defeated sigh. ”Thank you for the information, Lanager 7enton.D
The ache in her feet prompted her to take the man?s generosity. ”I?ll take a carriage 

back, if it?s really no trouble.D
xe nodded. The arrangements didn?t take long.
The entire ride back, she clutched the bag of gold. Laybe she could try visiting all the 

shops in the Now againA Bther than that, she had no idea or clue where she?d be able to 
’nd a mana shard.



INTERLUDE – GASTON

L ieutenant Gaston stood rigidly in Captain Harrik’s oc,eh tme latter fan lea.ng 
tmrougm a tmin Tolio fore Tor display tman anytming elsew bme air “as tmi,k “itm 

tension as tme ,aptain sigmed and leaned ”a,k in mis ,mairh pinning Gaston “itm a stern 
lookw

xLieutenanth? me ”egan gruzyw xCare to e-plain “my you let an unregistered and 
un”ound defon saunter past your ,me,kpoint like it o“ns tme pla,eq?

Gaston s“allo“edh .-ing mis gaIe on a point ”emind Harrik’s meadw xCaptainh tme dev
fon in …uestion is not unre,ordedw ; su”fitted tme initial ,lassi.,ation and o”serEations 
fyselT—?

Harrik responded ”y tossing a report a,ross mis deskB it skiffed tme polismed “ood 
surTa,e and alfost slid oS onto tme Aoor ”eTore Gaston ,augmt itw

x; read your reporth? Harrik gruf”ledw xNEerytming seefs in order e-,ept Tor one 
finor detailDsme’s Tree as a ”irdh no ,ontra,t ”inding merw?

Me“ilderfent Aasmed a,ross Gaston’s Ta,ew xOirh “men sme passed tmrougm fy ,me,kv
pointh sme “as unfistaka”ly under ,ontra,tw?

;gnoring Gaston’s ,onTusionh Harrik rea,med Tor a sfall “ooden ,ase on mis deskh 
reEealing an assortfent oT ,igarsw He sele,ted one and deTtly used a gilded ,utter to 
prepare itw

' sense oT annoyan,e “asmed oEer Gaston as me “at,med Harrik ligmt up tme ,igv
arDto”a,,o “as restri,ted in 3eTtasuh and sofemo“ tmese sessions usually ended “itm 
mif ne,kvdeep in trou”lew

Ofoke .lled tme roofh ,urling around Harrik’s .gure like spe,tral tendrilsw Gaston 
tried to rela-w bme ,aptain only sfoked in Tront oT mif to set mif at uneasew He kne“ 
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”etter tman to protesth or eEen fention tmat tme jEer“orld ,igars “ere a type oT ,ontrav
”andw Oofe ”attles “ere Just not “ortm .gmtingw

'n e-asperated sigm es,aped Harrik as me “aEed mis mand in tme airw xLook around youh 
Lieutenanth? me saidw x0ou kno“ “mat tife oT year it ish and tmis year’s “orse tman usualw?

He pausedh “aiting Tor Gaston’s nod ”eTore ,ontinuingw xbmere’s “ord tmat 9agister 
'stolT mas ,ofe to an understanding “itm 9agister 6elainw bme uneasy pea,e ”et“een 
tme 9er,enary Guild and Oyndi,ate only ,on.rfs itw?

Harrik leaned ”a,k againh pucng out anotmer ,loud oT sfoke and “at,ming Gaston 
,losely as me ,ontinuedw x;fagine iT tme Coun,il s“ings into 6elain’s mandsq ;fagine iT 
our ”udget gets slasmed “mile tme s,uf in tme juter distri,ts ends up ri,merq?

Gaston ,ould only nod at tmisw He agreed tentatiEelyB su,m a smiTt in po“er “ould 
indeed ”e ”ad Tor tme Guardh altmougm tmere “as a Eery o”Eious need Tor fore Tunding in 
tme 9er,enary 5istri,th ”ut mo“ did it ,onne,t to tmeir defon pro”lefq

xOirh ; see your pointh ”ut ; Tail to understand its releEan,e merew bmere are ,ountless 
defons “itmin tmese ,ity “allsw?

x0esh? Harrik smot ”a,k ifpatientlyh xall ”ound neatly to sofeone “mo ans“ers Tor 
tmeir a,tionsw Mut “mo ans“ers Tor tmis oneq? He pointed a stern .nger at Gastonw x:e 
dow 0ou dow?

Gaston sigmed and ru””ed tme side oT mis meadw xMut sirh sme “as a,,ofpanied ”y 
Con,laEe fonks and didn’t seef at all unminged—?

Harrik ,ut mif oS “itm a derisiEe snortw x'nd tmey neEer do— until tmey doF 'nd tmen 
it’s us ,leaning up tme fessF?

Oliding t“o pie,es oT paper a,ross mis desk to“ards Gastonh Harrik ,ontinued griflyh 
x ust look at tmeseDt“o in,idents inEolEing mer alreadyw? 

He pointed at ea,m report in turnw xjne “mere sme nearly ”eat a “ofan to deatm and 
anotmer “itm a disgruntled no”le smopkeeper lodging a Torfal ,ofplaint against merw?

Gaston Tro“nedh pi,king up ea,m report and lea.ng tmrougm tmefh reading as Tast as me 
,ouldw He kne“ tme Captain Ealued tme ,ofplaints Trof tme no”le distri,t foreDtmey 
,atered to tme no”les “mo ,ould take tmeir grieEan,es straigmt to tme 9agistersw

x'nd tmen tmere’s tme fana smard smortagew? Harrik ,ontinuedh x3ot only is it disv
rupting our operationsh ”ut it’s also desta”iliIing tme ,ity’s e,onofyw bme ,ity “orks is in 
uproarw bme Coun,il is on edgew?

bme ifpli,ations me “as stating “ere ,learDiT tmings “ent a“ry no“h it “ould not ”e 
good Tor tme ,ity guardw ;t “ould not ”e good Tor Captain Harrikw
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x; “ant you to mandle tmish Lieutenanth? Harrik ,offandedh leaning ”a,k in mis ,mair 
and pucng ,ontentedly on mis ,igarw xOme’s ”een mere Tor Just one day and already stirred 
up trou”lew ; trust you’ll deal “itm mer appropriatelyw?

Gaston meld mis groundh deterfined to fake mis pointw xOirh ”ased on tme reportsh 
it seefs sme didn’t instigate tme .rst in,identw 's Tor tme smopkeeper’s ,ofplaintDfy 
nepme“ “as inEolEedw Ome ferely smo“ed up and tried toD?

xNnougmF? Harrik snappedh slaffing mis .st onto tme deskh ,ausing mis ,igar asm to 
s,atter a,ross its polismed surTa,ew x; don’t ,are a”out your opinionsw bmis is an orderF 5eal 
“itm merF?

bme ,aptain’s eyes ”ore into mif as me laid out a range oT unsaEory options tmat 
in,luded miring a Con,laEe mitfan or eEen tri,king tme defon into a trap outside tme 
,ityw

x;T you ,an Tor,e mer into a ,ontra,t serEing tme Guardh tmat “ould ”e idealh? Harrik 
added grudginglyw xNEery otmer Tool in tmis ,ity is ,olle,ting tmese pet defons like tmey are 
lu,ky ,marfsw :my not usq?

Gaston s“allo“ed mard at tmat suggestion ”eTore proSering mis o“n idea  xHo“ a”out 
“e start ”y maEing mer under surEeillan,eq ust to assess mer Ealue—or tmreatw?

Harrik leaned ”a,k in mis ,mairw x ineh? me ,on,eded gruzyw
xMut refef”er tmish Gastonh? me ,ontinuedh pointing a .nger Tor efpmasisw x0ou’ll ”e 

responsi”le Tor “mateEer mappensw :e ,an’t aSord any fistakes rigmt no“w?
x5o you understandq? bme ,aptain’s …uestion mung meaEy in tme sfoky air ”et“een 

tmefw
Gaston nodded solefnlyw :asn’t tmat mo“ it al“ays “asq
x0esh sirw? He repliedw



CHAPTER 54 – THE REAL ARTIFICERS

A ll the dark alleys had been claimed by gangs, orphans, or the homeless. Elania did 
not want to confront anyone on their own turf, so she kept trudging along through 

the streets. Whenever someone approached her, she gave them a heated glare that seemed 
to forestall any further encounters.

Whether it was the change in her posture, the speed at which her hands went to her 
two [Vorpal Daggers] or just her unhappy attitude, she wasn’t sure.

Eventually, she came to an inn that was still lit up. Checking her clock, it was just after 
midnight. No free rooms.

The second inn she found was the same. No free rooms.
No free rooms.
After the sixth, she realized it was a lie. They just didn’t want a demon staying the night. 

That made her angry. Not that she had any inkling about what to do about it. She’d never 
been the target of such discrimination before coming to Eladu.

It sucked.
Eventually, in a corner near the gate back to the central hub, she found a cubbyhole 

that wasn’t in use. Climbing up to a second level, there was a qat stone landing that was 
built into part of the building’s roof that was perfect for having a high vantage point.

She sat down, crossed her legs, and pulled her backpack around. A Huick rummage 
allowed her to check on her [Monster Core – Ralfot]. It was still safely bundled in its 
cloth wrap. She pulled out her two [Apnal] and snacked on the crunchy sweet fruits.

Jer mind wandered back to Foren’s estimation that the core was worth at least one 
or two large golds. Rrom the way things were going, the worry that she’d be ripped oO 
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more than she had expected was real. If she got a Huarter or half of the value, that would 
probably be lucky.

Beaning her funds weren’t going to be nearly as much as she had, though. What kind 
of job could she get in the city as a demon‘ It seemed laughable, and she didn’t really 
have any skills of note other than her !ghting ones. Baybe she could be a bodyguard or 
something‘ Dut then, no one seemed to like or trust demons, so that was probably a dead 
end.

Baybe a contract would allay any fears, but then people seemed very hesitant about 
that. At least the Conclave monks had seemed to hate the idea. Baybe that wasn’t 
universal.

Dut who the heck could she ask about it‘ If she stopped someone on the street to ask, 
they’d probably run away, curse at her, or freak out.

0r try to stab her again.
Not for the !rst time, Elania wished she was more of an extrovert and knew how to not 

be socially awkward. The fact that she’d now been labeled a literal demon seemed like a 
handicap that was entirely unfair.

She’d always had a hard time pretending to be a normal girl at school, and now she had 
a literal sign around her neck that said, 'I eat humans“’ Jow the heck was she supposed 
to deal with that‘

Rinished with her meal, she packed her things and then walked carefully on the roof, 
minding the stone tiles. Rinding a perch with a view of the gates, she sat down and 
watched.

And watched.
Eventually, she was so bored she nodded oO. When a low drone of voices woke her, she 

realized sleeping was probably not the safest course of action. Thankfully, it seemed like 
she had gotten away with it.

Jer [System] clock reported it was morning. Scrambling to her feet, she made her way 
back down to the street level and headed up to the gate. Curfew was over and it was time 
to get to the Artisan …istrict“

Elania wielded the thought like a sword against her previously depressing musings.
The guards still gave her a serious appraisal as she passed through. She gave them a 

smile. They didn’t stop her, so it seemed to work.
Jer [Map] of the city gave her a rough path to follow, and she weaved her way through 

the various zones of the Artisan …istrict. There were smith streets, carpentry streets, 
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tailoring streets, and, well, just about every crafting profession she could think of streets 
everywhere.

0ne section contained a massive steelworks, with smoke billowing out of two large 
brick chimneys. Jeat poured from the openings in the large open building, and the clang 
and bang of people hard at work doing stuO she had no clue about radiated all around her.

The contrast between the Huiet, depressed poverty and lethargy of the Bercenary 
…istrict with what she now found was stark. She much preferred the lively action of the 
Artisan …istrict.

Now she just needed to !nd Arti!cer’s 9ow.
When she found it near the edge of the city cavern’s wall, she hesitated. It was a broad 

street that worked its way up the cavern’s side, with two metal gates cutting across the 
street. Doth gates were wide open, the larger allowing wagon tra-c through while the 
other passed through people.

Doth were watched by what looked to be at least a dozen heavily armored mercenaries 
in heavy armor. All of them had swords, spears, or the !rearm she’d seen the city guards 
possess. The security wasn’t kidding around.

A wave of apprehension washed over Elania as she approached. She felt very much 
alone and vulnerable. The guards !xated on her almost immediately.

LJalt. What’s your business here4demon‘Y The man’s voice rang out clear and deG
manding. The other guards, who weren’t busy, turned to watch the encounter. Javing 
an audience added to her discomfort, but she was determined not to buckle.

LI have a [Monster Core – Ralfot] I was hoping to sell,Y Elania said. Somehow, she 
kept her voice steady.

Nearby, she could hear the guards comment on her. Almost predictably, she heard one 
comment about her race. LWhat’s an unbound demon doing here‘Y

LWhere’d you get a core at‘Y the guard interrogating her asked.
She let out a tense breath. LI helped kill the Alpha, and the core was my share of the 

loot.Y
The man grunted. Whether that was because he did or didn’t believe her, she had no 

idea. Nearby, an older man made a gesture toward her pack and the guard nodded.
The guard looked back at her and nodded at her backpack. L5et’s see it. If you’re telling 

the truth, we’ll let you in.Y
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Elania pulled her pack oO her back and pulled out the core without hesitation. When 
she uncovered it from the cloth, the transparent orb almost glittered under the light stones 
above. The single gold orb in the center gave oO its own hue of color as well.

The man whistled. LThat’s a pretty decent specimen. ;ou don’t often see them that 
clear.Y

LI was told it was worth a few gold,Y Elania oOered.
Je turned and yelled. L5ucas“ 7it over here“Y
A wiry man with brown hair and a set of shiny armor jumped up from his seat and 

hurried over. L;eah‘Y
LShe has a core to sell. ;ou’re going to play escort for this one,Y the guard ordered.
The man sighed and rolled his neck to crack it. L0of. What is this, have 5ucas escort 

the ladies around day‘ I just got back.Y
The guard didn’t seem sympathetic. LWant me to tell Jarlock you’re having trouble‘Y
5ucas looked at her and smiled before doing a double take. Je blinked several times 

before greeting her. LJello4I’m going to be walking around with you.Y
Elania kept her smile. LThank you. I appreciate it.Y
The morning seemed to start early on Arti!cer’s 9ow. A bustle of workers was already 

moving goods in and out on wagons. Bore of the guards were in evidence along the 
streets, it was probably the heaviest concentration of guards she had seen. Although they 
were all mercenaries and not the city guardsmen she’d seen in the conclave district.

…iOerent guards for diOerent sections of the city‘ Baybe arti!cers were just rich, since 
they had more protection than she’d seen the noble shops have.

0r maybe the nobles just kept them better hidden in their spiraling vertical home.
0nce they had passed out of hearing distance from the gate, she looked over to her 

escort. L5ucas‘Y
Je looked at her and arched an eyebrow. L;es‘Y
She dived right in, since this seemed like the best chance to ask Huestions. LBy name 

is Elania. Thanks for showing me around. …o you know the best place for me to sell my 
core‘ I’m hoping to get the best price for it so I can have some funds to live oO of for a 
while.Y

Je seemed hesitant, but !nally spoke. LWell, uhh. I guess 9anolf’s Arti!ce would be 
the !rst bet‘ It’s the largest shop on the row.Y

LCan we go there !rst, then‘Y Elania asked.
LSure‘Y
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She waited for him to show her the way. Je looked confused.
LI don’t know where it is. Can you show me‘Y She tried to smile.
Pnderstanding blossomed on his face. L0h. 0h. ;ou don’t know where it is. Sure, 

follow me.Y
Baybe she could get some more information. L…o you do lots of work escorting people 

for4 uhm.Y
LSteel!st. 0ur company has the exclusive contract with the Arti!cer’s 7uild so we 

protect the area. We do all sorts of services for them.Y There was almost an eagerness to 
5ucas’ voice, and he was basically pu-ng out his chest.

Well, it was good that he had pride in his work. The smile on her face might have even 
been genuine.

Rurther up the street she spotted a set of three wagons unloading things into a what 
looked like a warehouse. A large sign stood hanging over a side door. LIs that the shop‘Y 
Elania asked.

5ucas nodded. L;eah, that’s it. Convenient location right at the front of the row. I’ll 
wait for you outside.Y

Elania nodded. L0kay.Y
She wasn’t sure what to expect when she went through the door. That lack of expecG

tation was a good thing because it didn’t resemble the 'arti!cer’ shop in the noble district 
at all.

Apprentices carried boxes of items between workbenches and the wagons. A sharp tang 
of heated iron and a hint of some kind of incense or mystical essence !lled the air, tickling 
her nose. 

Shelves and shelves of diOerent items were on display. Works small and large !lled the 
large open space all the way to the rear. It was an industrial operation, and the storefront 
was built into one building.

Elania approached the counter  a sleepy apprentice didn’t notice her until she coughed.
L0h. Phh. Jello“ Welcome to 9anolf’s Arti!ce. Jow can4I4help you‘Y The young 

man stammered oO as he looked her in the eyes.
Elania smiled. L;eah. I have that eOect on people. I have a [Monster Core – Ralfot] 

that I’d like to sell. I heard maybe I could do that here‘Y
Je blinked at her for a few seconds, then nodded. LI will have to go get Baster 9anolf. 

Could you4please wait here‘Y
Elania nodded. LSure.Y
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With the apprentice gone to fetch Baster 9anolf, Elania stood awkwardly beside 
the counter. She Huietly observed the organized chaos of the workshop. Arti!cers, their 
apprentices, and several burly workmen were busy with various projects.

A few minutes later, an old man with a gray beard returned with the apprentice, 
adjusting a pair of thickGlensed spectacles as he examined her. Jis eyes widened slightly as 
he looked at her before they slid to her backpack.

LBiss demon,Y he began. LI am Baster Arti!cer 9anolf. I heard you’re here to sell a 
monster core, yes‘Y

Elania nodded. LA [Monster Core – Ralfot] that we got from an Alpha 9alfot.Y She 
pulled her pack around to her front and loosened the tie, then carefully unwrapped the 
core again. Je let out an appreciative grunt as he took it.

LIt has already been puri!ed. ;ou said you harvested it directly‘Y 9anolf asked.
LI was traveling with several Conclave monks when we ran into it,Y Elania explained.
9anolf released an appraising hum. LI see. Normally we purchase these from the 

conclave directly.Y
Elania licked her lips. LSince you won’t have to be paying them for puri!cation, I’m 

sure you can give me a better price that is a win for both of us, right‘Y
9anolf gave her an appraising look again. LThere is a shortage of mana shards, so I hope 

you came with realistic expectations for the value of the core.Y
A frown appeared on her face. LWhat does a mana shard shortage have to do with the 

value of the core‘Y Elania asked.
9anolf puOed. L…ue to the shortage, there simply is no need for cores. The cores are 

used to build major arti!ces, while the mana shards power them. With no shards, there is 
no need for cores that cannot be powered.Y

She wasn’t sure how much that made sense. Wouldn’t any shortage be temporary‘ If it 
was worth a lot, then that meant it wasn’t common. So when the mana shards recovered, 
the core would still be worth a lot‘

Elania couldn’t hide her frown. LSo, how much can you give me for it‘Y
LI will need to grade it !rst before I can make an oOer.Y The counter had a simple 

metal holder built for spherical objects and he laid the core in it. The ring was just narrow 
enough to hold the core in the air, and then he pulled out a small wooden wand with a 
crystal on the tip.

Je tapped it and the core lit up, the golden grape in the center of the crystal giving oO 
its own glow. LThe resonance is ideal,Y 9anolf murmured.
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Je pulled another wand from his belt and this time rubbed it against the orb in a 
circular motion. Nothing happened at !rst, but then small speckles of blue and red began 
to form inside the translucent crystal portion. The lights moved in small lazy spirals, 
mimicking the rubbing motion of the wand.

LThe emotional resonance is minimal, so the puri!cation was well done, or the core 
wasn’t very passionate to begin with.Y

Elania blinked. Was that good or bad‘ LThe [Alpha Ralfot] was certainly very pasG
sionate.Y

9anolf qipped through a few lenses on his spectacles, moving closer to inspect the core. 
Je spent another minute staring into its depths and focusing on it. What he was looking 
for, she did not know.

Je !nally gave his verdict. LI believe this is a DGclass core. There are few disharmonies, 
although its channeling capacity is limited.Y

She hated feeling stupid and clueless. LIs that good or bad‘Y Elania asked.
Je frowned at her. LDGclass is a high grade but outclassed by AGclass. SGclass would be 

the highest.Y
Well, that followed the skill ranking system curve, so why not‘ She sighed. LAlright, so 

it is good, but not the best.Y
9anolf nodded. L9alfot are midGtier creatures, the limited power capacity makes 

sense.Y
The man paused, leaving her on edge, waiting for what felt like much too long before 

!nally giving her a price. LTwo small golds, and that is being generous. 5ike I said, the 
mana shard shortage has shown no sign of abating, and that means the core just isn’t in 
demand.Y

Elania frowned  that was a lot lower than she had been led to believe.
LI was told it would be worth a few large gold,Y Elania countered weakly.
9anolf shrugged. LA month ago, you would have been right. As it is, I cannot oOer 

more. The core will go into storage for who knows how long before it’s useful again.Y
Elania bit her lip. It felt like she’d brought her prized possession to a pawn shop only 

to be told it wasn’t a real gem and the gold was fake. LThe price isn’t what I hoped for.Y
She realized his gaze had fallen down to her breasts, and he was almost leering at her. 

A sudden uncomfortable feeling !lled her, and she almost took a step back.
LIf you need more funds, there are other items I am interested in purchasing,Y 9anolf 

said with a false smile.
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anic !lled her. Was he asking for sexual favors‘ Wait. No. Jer mana shard was hanging 
between her cleavage underneath her armor in its cloth wrap. Was he able to see through 
her clothes‘ 9egardless, she wasn’t sure she wanted to sell her only [Power] storage. 
Without it, she couldn’t regulate things or have backup in case of a nasty !ght.

LPhh. 5ike‘Y Elania asked hesitantly.
LAs a demon, I am interested in the [Power] you could provide, to charge my own 

mana crystals and shards. If you had any of those too, they would de!nitely be worth 
Huite a few large golds.Y

L;ou’d be willing to buy [Power] points‘ Jow much each‘Y she asked.
Je frowned at the Huestion like he hadn’t considered the price. LI’m sure we could 

work something out. erhaps sign a contract. I am well versed in such things, and the 
power provided is essential for maintaining the city’s running infrastructure.Y

Je was well versed in dealing with demon contracts‘ They powered the city’s infraG
structure‘ Alarm bells were going oO like crazy, not for the !rst time since she’d arrived in 
the city.

LI’ll consider it. I don’t want to sign a contract right now. I think I will go to a few other 
shops and see about getting a few more appraisals on the core before accepting your oOer 
for two small gold.Y She tried to keep her voice as diplomatic as possible.

9anolf picked the core back up and proOered it back to her. L;ou can check at other 
shops, of course. The price is good, and I doubt you will !nd a better one.Y

Elania felt a bitter disappointment welling up within her, but she forced it down. 
0Oering a weak smile, she secured the core back in her pack. LAlright. I’ll keep that in 
mind. I just would like to look around a bit more before deciding. It was a fairly di-cult 
!ght and journey to bring it here.Y

9anolf waved her oO. LReel free to do so. Fust remember what I said.Y
Turning on her heel, she hurried out of the shop as was polite to do so. The crowded 

street was still bustling with tra-c. 5ucas was waiting by a lamppost and waved with a 
smile.

She wished she had it in her to give him a genuine smile back.



CHAPTER 55 – RED AND BLACK, BLUE 
AND GREEN

A s Elania stepped out of the third Artic,er shop of her sear,hb she geqan to kuestion 
her ,hoi,e to .eep shoppinq around for a hiqher pri,eR ’anolfws omer of tyo sTall 

qolds had geaten all the omers gL a full ,oinR “hat yas to saLb the others hadb at gestb omered 
her one sTall qoldR

?u,as yas yaitinqb and to his ,reditb had shoyed no siqns of geinq annoLed gL her 
yastinq the late Torninq and earlL afternoon in a fruitless sear,hR

I?u,asb anL other shops” “his one yas a gustb tooR HwT thin.inq itws a yaste of tiTeRv 
Ht yas iTpossigle for her to hide her defeated toneR

Se rugged his headR IH .noy soTeone yho Tiqht ge agle to helpR E:en if she ,anwt guL 
itb H get she ,ould qi:e soTe qood ad:i,e on yhether the omers Lou qot yere leqitiTateRv

Elania glin.edR IYureb that sounds qoodRv
Se pointed up the street all the yaL to the endR IHtws at the :erL end of the royb in the 

,ornerRv
“hat pro:ed to ge further than it appeared ge,ause of hoy the street yas so straiqht 

and on an upyard slopeR “he shop yas nestled in the ,ornerb yedqed tiqhtlL getyeen tyo 
other guildinqsR A yooden siqn pro,laiTed the propertL read! IAetherhart Artic,eRv

As theL approa,hedb the door shot open :iolentlLb slaTTinq aqainst the yall yith a 
loud ,ra,.R

“he irate :oi,e of a Lounq yoTan erupted froT insideR IGou Turdered TL fatherO Se 
yould ne:er ha:e sold the shop to LouO 9et outOv
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A larqeb portlL Tan yith a gald head stepped ga,.yardsb stoppinq at the doorfraTeR 
Se held his hands upb yardinq ayaL yhoe:er yas insideR Ize reasonagleb qirlO Gou ha:e a 
,han,e to sa:e Lourself froT his degtO HwT trLinq to help LouOv

“he feTale :oi,e rea,hed a ,res,endoR Ijegt he too. on ge,ause of LouOv
A hea:L qust of yind erupted froT the shopb glastinq the Tan into the air to tuTgle 

a,ross the pa:eTent se:eral Teters ayaLR
?u,as put a hand on Elaniaws shoulder and urqed her ga,. a git Tore as a Lounq yoTan 

yith -oyinq ra:en gla,. hair stepped outsideR “he qirlws eTerald qreen eLes spar.led yith 
a cer,e intensitL and anqerb and she le:eled her yand at its sour,eR

[Master Artic–er H umnaL H vele2 8]P
“he yoTan held the saTe ,lass title as ’anolf hadR “hat hinted that despite her 

apparent Louth she yasnwt to ge Tessed yithb and Elania had alreadL learned that le:el 
yasnwt a :erL qood Lardsti,. to Teasure ,apagilitLR

“he Tan rolled to his .nees and qot upb Tu,h to Elaniaws surpriseR Yhe yasnwt sure he 
yas the griqhtest personb ge,ause as soon as he didb he shoo. his cst at the yoTanR

IGouwll reqret thisO Hwll Ta.e sure of itOv he ,ursedR
“hatb apparentlLb yas the yronq thinq to saLR “he yand spar.ed and then Fapped the 

TanR Se yas yearinq a doFen pie,es of fan,L NeyelrL in the forT of rinqsb earrinqsb and 
e:en a gra,eletR All of theT suddenlL -ashed red and then shatteredb eli,itinq a pained 
shrie.R A se,ond golt of air forTed in the airb this tiTe it Tade a :isigle yhite gullet of 
TistR Ht shot foryard and slaTTed into the Tanws ,hestb sendinq hiT rollinq doyn the 
street a ,onsideragle distan,eR

Elaniaws nose tyinqed in dis,oTfortR Ht yas iTpossigle to iqnore the s,ent of his gloodLb 
shattered teeth as he s.idded to a haltR “han.fullLb ?u,asw hand on her shoulder yas 
enouqh to qround her froT the iTpulse to ,hase after the younded preLR

’eTar.aglLb he qot up aqainb and instead of turninq and runninqb he Lelled aqainR IHwll 
suTTon the quardb Lou insane yoTanOv

“he gla,.—haired qirl raised her yandb gut this tiTe ?u,as stepped foryardR IGolaniO 
Gouwre qoinq to .ill hiTOv

“he eTerald eLes slashed o:er to hiTR I9oodOv
zut she didnwt loyer the yand or release yhate:er Taqi, she had intendedR ?u,as 

stepped up and too. her yristb and the yeapon yas qentlL loyeredR
Matso didnwt seeT to ge agle to read the rooTR ISaO 'oyCv
?u,as turned on hiTb drayinq his syordR I9et out of here or Hwll s.eyer Lou TLselfOv
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“he Tan ranR
“he :iolent tension seeTed to e:aporate and turn into soTethinq elseR “he yoTanws 

anqer turned into soTethinq sadR ?u,as patted her on the ga,.b and theL said soTethinq 
to ea,h other in loy :oi,esR

Meelinq ay.yardb Elania stepped foryardR I2TTb Golani” Hf this is a gad tiTeb H donwt 
yant to gother Lou;w

“he qirl loo.ed at her yith surpriseb noti,inq her for the crst tiTeR I2hRv
?u,as stepped in for the res,ueR I“his is ElaniaR Yhews a deTonb and shews loo.inq to sell 

a Tonster ,oreb gut isnwt sure agout the omers shews geen qettinqRv
Elania nodded kui,.lLR
Golani loo.ed her o:er yhile yipinq an eLeR IYureR H ,an appraise it for Lou at leastR H 

aT not sure H aT loo.inq to guL oneb thouqhRv
I“hat yould ge helpfulR H Nust donwt .noy if the other shops are trLinq to rip Te om or 

not ge,ause of;v ElaniaUs yords trailed omb unsure if she should cnish the senten,eR
Ht turned out she didnwt need to ge,ause Golani cnished theT for herR Ize,ause Louwre 

a deTonR ’iqhtRv
“he gla,.—haired qirl qestured for theT to folloyR I…oTe inRv
Elania stepped into the shopb gut ?u,as shoo. his headR
IHwll .eep yat,h out hereb Nust in ,ase that asshole ,oTes ga,.bv ?u,as statedR
Golani noddedR I“han.sb ?u,asR Hwll ta.e ,are of herRv
“he door ,losed yith the sugtle Ninqle of the doorgellR Elania loo.ed around and snimed 

the airR Ht yas a Tore Telloy s,ent that ’anolfws shop hadR “he larqest ,ontrast to ’anolfws 
gustlinq industrial yor.pla,e yas hoy Tu,h denser the shop yasR Ht yas sTallerb gut 
tagles e:erLyhere yere ,o:ered in a Tulti—fa,eted displaL of unikue iteTsR

A larqe ,entral yor.gen,h yas surrounded gL shel:es that yere sto,.ed until theL 
loo.ed li.e theL yere in danqer of geinq o:erloadedR Ye,ondarL yor.gen,hes lined the 
yallsb ea,h yith their oyn proNe,ts in proqress on theTR

And then there yas the ,entral pie,e near the ga,.b an enorTous ,rLstal that loo.ed 
identi,al to the ones that hunq hiqh o:er the ,itL and pro:ided its daL and niqht ,L,leR

Golani yal.ed gehind the ,ounter and eWtended her hand for the ,oreR Elania handed it 
o:er silentlLR Golaniws cnqers grushed aqainst her oyn in the eW,hanqeb and Elania ,ouldnwt 
help gut noti,e hoy yarT theL yereR

Soldinq up the ,ore to the liqht froT a neargL lanternb Golani eWaTined it ,arefullL 
throuqh skuinted eLesR Ser lips To:ed as she Tuttered under her greathb too loy for 
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Elania to hearR A faTiliar set of spe,ta,les ,aTe outb and Golani repeated the tests done gL 
’anolf in her oyn yaLR

?ettinq her yor.b a silen,e linqered getyeen theTb gro.en onlL gL Golaniws o,,asional 
TurTurs and the distant huT of a,ti:itL outsideR MroT ,lose proWiTitLb Elania ,ould see 
faint lines of eWhaustion under Golaniws eLesb and a :ulneragilitL that hadnwt geen there 
geforeR

E:entuallLb Golani straiqhtened and put doyn her tools on the ,ounter qentlLR IHtws 
a z—,lass ,orebv she ,oncrTed ’anolfws e:aluationR I9i:en its siFe and ,laritLb it yould 
progaglL ge yorth agout one larqe qoldR 1aLge tyo if soTeone reallL needed one of this 
tLpeRv

Elania froynedR Izut yith the Tana shard shortaqe”v
Golani siqhedR IHt honestlL isnwt :erL useful riqht noyR A ,ore li.e this yould guild 

soTethinq that rekuires Tana shards to poyerb and there arenwt anLR 'o poyerb no 
fun,tionR Yob H aT not surprised Louwre ha:inq trougle sellinq it for yhat it is yorthR 
“heLwll gasi,allL ge .eepinq it in storaqe until thinqs re,o:erR Hf theL e:er re,o:er;v

Elania nodded sloylL at that aJrTation froT Golani4 it stunq less than it had froT 
’anolfb gut not gL Tu,hR

'oti,inq Elaniaws disappointTentb Golani added hurriedlLb IHf Lou arenwt too hard up 
for ,oinb Lou Tiqht yant to .eep it and sell it for its real :alue later onRv

IH yas reallL hopinq to qet ToreRv Mor a ToTentb their eLes lo,.edR “here yas soTe—
thinq agout Golaniws qaFe that resonated yith herR 5as it Nust seeinq another qirl yith her 
oyn trouglesb trLinq to yor. throuqh theT”

Golani git her lipR IHf Lou need soTe ,oin riqht noyb H quess sellinq it is Lour gest 
option; gut;v

“heir cnqers grushed aqain as Golani ,arefullL passed the ,ore ga,.R “he siTple tou,h 
Let aqain felt stranqelL yarTR

Elania raised an eLegroyR Izut;”v
Golani seeTed to ,onsider soTethinq for a ToTentb her qaFe distantR “hen she turned 

her spar.linq eTerald eLes onto Elaniab ,urious and proginqR I5hat are Lour plansb 
Elania”v

Elania hesitatedb ta.en aga,. gL the kuestionR Yhe reallL hadnwt thouqht that far ahead 
LetR I“o sell the ,ore and; cqure thinqs outbv she adTittedR IH yas hopinq the ToneL 
froT the ,ore yould qi:e Te tiTeR HwT; ney to this yorld and thinqs arenwt the qreatestRv
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Golani noddedb then loo.ed o:er to a traL on another tagleR I5ould Lou ge interested 
in ,harqinq Tana ,rLstals” H ,ould use soTeone ,apagle of yhat Lou ,an doRv

Elania froynedb a sense of yariness cllinq herR I“hatws yhat ’anolf yanted Te to do 
toobv she ,onfessed ,autiouslLR

A loo. of understandinq -ashed a,ross Golaniws fa,eR I0f ,ourse he did;v she Tut—
teredb Tore to herself than anLone elseR

I“here is soTethinq Lou should .noy agout hoy Tana shards and ,rLstals are poy—
eredRv Golani started sloylL4 her :oi,e qriTb yhi,h iTTediatelL put Elania on edqeR

I“he ,itL oyns a larqe arraL of non—sapient deTon .ennels for Tost of the ,itL yor.sR 
Sere on the royb ’anolf has a near TonopolL on the thinqsR Se has a .ennel under his 
shopb and yith the Tana shard shortaqeb hews the onlL sour,e of [ow erP for re,harqinqR 
Sews seriouslL pri,e qouqinq e:erLone and there is nothinq anLone ,an do agout itR “hatws 
one of the reasons HwT interested in Lour ser:i,esRv

A ,hill ran doyn Elaniaws spine as she ,onsidered the iTpli,ationsR jeTon sla:e 
.ennels” “he ,itL used deTons as Taqi,al gatterL ,harqers” Hf she ran into trougleb yas 
soTeone qoinq to ,um her and lo,. her up in a goW and drain her ,onstantlL” “he prospe,t 
yas terrifLinqR

I6ennels”v “he yorld garelL es,aped her lips4 it felt li.e the air had geen su,.ed out of 
her lunqsR Ser heart pounded aqainst her ,hest as pani, seiFed herR Mirst 1ar,us had geen 
after herb and noy she realiFed shewd garelL side—stepped qoinq doyn into ’anolfws lair for 
soTethinq li.elL Nust as sinisterR

Yhe felt si,. to her stoTa,h Nust thin.inq agout itR “rapped li.e an aniTalb and her 
freedoT stripped ayaLR

I“han.s for the inforTationb GolaniRv Elania cnallL TurTuredR
“he other qirl nodded understandinqlLR IH didnwt Tean to saL that he intended to lo,. 

Lou up or anLthinqR ust thatws;his thinqR H yould ,oTpensate Lou for Lour tiTe and 
ser:i,es if Lou ,ould help TeRv

Elaniaws eLes -i,.ered yith un,ertaintL as she loo.ed at GolaniR Yhe yasnwt sure hoy 
Tu,h trust to eWtendb gut it felt li.e she yas qenuinelL ,on,erned and;honestR 1aLge 
this yas the Tost honest ,on:ersation she had sin,e arri:inq in the ,itLb e:enR

IH; H need to .eep TL [ow erP hiqhRv Elania adTittedb holdinq Golaniws qaFe steadilLR 
IH ,anwt amord to let TLself qet loyb or that yould lea:e Te; yea. and :ulneragleRv

Golani nodded in understandinqb then hesitated gefore as.inq another kuestionR 
I5hat do Lou usuallL; eatb Elania”v
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“he kuestion too. her gL surpriseR zlin.inq in ,onfusionb she tilted her head sliqhtlL 
as she tried to understand yhat Golani yas qettinq atR Apnals” “hat yasC0hR 0SR 
’ealiFation dayned on herR

I’anolf feeds his .ennels ,lut,hes of ,hi,.ensb e:erL daLbv Golani ,ontinuedR I“heL 
fuel the deTons and then he eWtra,ts the eW,essRv

Elania shoo. her headR Ijar.yal.ers TostlLb althouqh not TanL as of lateR zut H 
thin. H hit soTe tLpe of threshold and it Tar.ed TeR “hen there yere soTe ’aFors,aleb 
’o,.gearsb and;v

Elania syalloyedR I“here yas a ranqer;v
Golani nodded at herR “he Nudqinq qlare or loo. of ,ondeTnation ne:er ,aTeR Ht didnwt 

reallL lift the yeiqht of quilt on her ,hestb gut it yas; ni,eR
IGou yant Te to agsorg ,hi,.en essen,e to a,kuire enerqLb then ,harqe Lour ,rLstals”v 

Elania as.edR
Golani nodded aqain in siTple aJrTationR I“hat yould progaglL ge the gest yaL to do 

itR Althouqh li.e Lou saidb too Tu,h of one thinq ,an ,ause ,hanqes in LourselfR Yiqninq a 
,ontra,t yould ge gestb one that pro:ides Lou yith enouqh essen,e so Lou ,an Taintain 
Lour huTanitL on Lour oynRv

Elaniaws Tind yas alreadL spinninqb and the Tention of a ,ontra,t grouqht ga,. an 
iTaqe of 1ar,usw slL qrinR Se had tried to qet his hands on her :ia oneR ’anolf yas .eepinq 
deTon sla:es in a .ennelR “essa yasb despite her grief appearan,eb apparentlL runninq 
ayaL froT soTe tLpe of seyer ,leaninq dutLR Ht hinted that the ,ontra,ts yerenwt ,oTplete 
sla:erL gut;

“he yorrL that soTehoy soTeone ,ould Ta.e a loophole or use a s.ill to TodifL the 
,ontra,t thinq yithout perTission Tade her afraid of Ta.inq oneR Yhewd done so yith 
oren out of desperationb and it had yor.ed out TostlLb gut;

I5hat .ind of ,ontra,t are Lou tal.inq agout”v Elania as.ed ,autiouslLR
IH ,ould use soTe help around herebv Golani adTitted yith a qlan,e around her shopR 

IH; HwT ha:inq to handle a lot Tore than norTalR Ht yould progaglL need to ge teTporarLR 
Hw:e geen ha:inq soTe issues of TL oynb and unless H ,an sol:e one of theTb HwT qoinq to 
lose the shopRv

Elania glin.ed in surpriseR “hat ,ertainlL yas a giq progleTR I“he Tan earlier;v
Golani yin,ed sliqhtlLb gut nodded in ,oncrTationR I“hat yas TL un,le; Sews part 

of itRv
Yhe didnwt elagorate furtherb gut her silen,e spo.e :oluTesR
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Golani qlan,ed at Elaniab her eTerald eLes seriousR ISerews yhat HwT thin.inqb Elaniabv 
she geqanb ,arefullL ,hoosinq her yordsR I5e siqn a ,ontra,t for an essen,e eW,hanqe4 Lou 
feed om TL Tana reqeneration and perhaps on ,hi,.ens H ,an a,kuire froT tiTe to tiTeR 
“he huTan essen,e froT the ,ontra,t yould ,ountergalan,e the ,hi,.ens so Lou donwt 
ha:e to yorrL agout qroyinq feathersRv

Elania ,o:ered her Touthb alTost lettinq loose a lauqhb despite hoy serious thinqs yereR 
5as qroyinq feathers a real thinq” Ht progaglL yasb she shouldnwt ge lauqhinqb gut the yaL 
Golani said it ti,.led herR

I“hen ye use the poyer deri:ed froT that to ,harqe Tana ,rLstals and yands that H 
need for TL yor.bv Golani ,ontinuedR Izesides ,harqinq thinqsb H ,ould use an eWtra set 
of hands around the shop and;a godLquardR 'eftasu ,an ge danqerousb espe,iallL noy 
yith TL;situationRv

“here yas a pause gefore she added kui,.lL! IHn returnb Louwll ha:e a pla,e to staL here 
in the shopCitws not Tu,hb gut itws safe and ,leanRRRv Golani paused and loo.ed aroundb 
then ,orre,tedR I;yell ekuippedR H ,an also help Lou yith cqurinq thinqs out sin,e Lou 
progaglL ha:e lots of kuestions agout thinqs;and of ,ourseb there yill ge paLTent in 
,oinRv

“he proposal hunq in the air getyeen theTR Elania git her lip and ,onsidered itR Ht 
seeTed li.e; a Tira,le” Ht omered a sense of se,uritL and ,oTpanionship that she hadnwt 
realiFed shewd geen ,ra:inqR Hf soTethinq seeTed alTost too qood to ge trueb then it 
progaglL yasR “hat adaqe Tade her feel li.e it ,ould ge a lieR 0r a Tista.eR

IH appre,iate Lour omerR Ht alTost seeTs perfe,tb gut; yhatws the ,at,h”v Elania as.edR
Golani froyned and loo.ed ayaLR IH onlL ha:e eiqht daLs to cqure out hoy to settle 

TL fatherws degtR Se died; yell; 1L un,le qot hiT to aqree to a stupid ,ontra,tb then 
,on:in,ed hiT to do soTethinq e:en Tore stupidb yhi,h ,ost hiT his lifeRv

I“he Tan earlierb he .illed Lour father”v Elania garelL Tanaqed to as. yithout staT—
TerinqR

Golaniws csts ,len,hedR IH ha:enwt geen agle to pro:e anLthinqR Sews yor.inq yith a 
1aqister to steal the shopR “heLwll qet a lot of ToneLR Htws;it is ridi,ulousRv

IHwT sorrL for Lour lossbv Elania omered helplesslLR
Golani nodded and grouqht her hand to her forehead to rug itR IHf Lou staL hereb Louwll 

ge in:ol:edR Hf H ,anwt settle thinqs and Louwre here yhen theL trL to ta.e the shop; theLwll 
progaglL trL to ,laiT Lou as yellR Yo Louwll ha:e to qo gefore thenRv
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A ToTent of silen,e clled the air gefore Elania too. a deep greath and gro.e itR IAnd 
the ,ontra,t; Ht yould ge one that ye goth aqreed upon” 'o hidden loopholes”v

Golaniws eTerald eLes qlittered in the yor.shopUs liqhtb Teetinq Elaniaws qaFe straiqht 
onR IAgsolutelLR 5e yrite it toqetherCno tri,.s or hidden ,lausesRv

Ah shitR Elania git her lipR “he qirl yas her tLpeR “he omer yas eWa,tlL yhat she neededR 
’ea,hinq outb she too. Golaniws hand and shoo. itR 5hat the hell yas she qettinq in to”

Elania sTiledR I?etws do itRv
Golani sTiled ga,.R



CHAPTER 56 – SIGNS AND REVELATIONS

T hey spent the rest of the day going over the contract, ensuring that no stone was 
left unturned. There wasn’t really any lawbook or contract law for them to use, 

so they had to wing it. Elania was pretty sure that a real lawyer would have hated their 
contract because of the number of ‘reasonables’ and other vague words.

Lucas was slightly confused when Yolani sent him back to work without a demon in 
tow, but he didn’t argue or seem too concerned.

By the time they were Snished, it was already late into the night. -ealing the deal was 
almost antiNclimactic. Jo magic fanfare or cheering. Aust a message.

[Contract has been accepted. Active Contracts: 1]
I sense of relief washed over her anyway as she stared at the Snal version of the 

document. xt felt right, balanced. -he couldn’t help but feel a strange sense of security 
in its eUistence. Even if it was seemingly hideously compleU.

zntil Yolani had told her, she hadn’t realiqed there could be multiple tiers of re“uireN
ments and penalties.

?Ire you sure that whatever manages these things is going to be able to follow all this”2 
Elania asked.

Yolani nodded, her Snger moving to the contract. ?The more compleU the contract, the 
higher the maintenance taU on it. Look, you’ll be paying 5%W of your ac“uired essence to 
maintaining the contract for the duration.2

Elania nodded slowly. ?Ind you’re giving me half of your mana regeneration, and 
mana is synonymous with essence. Rhich also happens to be [Power].2
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?Jot eUactly, but close enough. Is a demon, you eat essence and convert it into 
[Power] which can then be stored in mana shards, crystals, and a few other devices or 
stones capable of storing it,2 Yolani eUplained.

?x was really confused when x learned people had PM and DM, but x don’t,2 Elania 
admitted.

Yolani nodded. ?That’s because you’re an outsider. -eraphs don’t have PM or DM 
either.2

Elania rubbed her temples. ?x still am a bit surprised angels are real.2
Yolani looked thoughtful. ?x think you have a bit of otherworld cultural baggage 

associated with that, or it’s something strange with how your [Universal Speech] is 
working.2

Elania looked over at the tray of mana crystals that Yolani had been interested in 
charging. ?…id you want to charge those now”2

Yolani suppressed a yawn and shook her head. ?Tomorrow morning.2 -he started to 
get up, but then froqe with a more serious eUpression. ?znless it will be a problem for 
you” Jow that you have [Power] income, it isn’t going to push you over your limit” x 
don’t want you to get hurtj2

Elania shook her head. ?Dy [Power] is nearly full right now, but that’s Sne. Rhen x 
go over the limit, x usually 'ust gain more capacity.2

Yolani blinked. ?xtjit works that way” x thought it would kill you fairly “uickly if you 
went over.2

?zhh. Jot for me” x mean, x’ve been almost double my capacity a few times. xt burns 
oC fast as [Regeneration] kicks in and heals the ‘thermal’ damage the [System] starts 
going on about. Even before then, it wasn’t too bad when x went over 'ust a little bit.2

?…jdouble” Ind you didn’t turn into a human torch”2 Yolani stammered.
I smile appeared on Elania’s face. The other girl’s reactions were fun. ?x did that once. 

x don’t recommend it.2
Yolani stared at her, wideNmouthed. ?You’re 'okingj you’re 'oking, right”2
Elania smiled and shook her head.
Yolani shook her head. ?x admit x’m not a demonologist, so x 'ust really have secN

ondary information on this because it relates to IrtiScery. But that’s really not typical 
for demons.2

?x don’t mind being special. xt worked out for me,2 Elania said with a grin.
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That 'ust riled Yolani. ?You’re way too cavalier about this— xf you keep gaining capacity 
and charge up fully, it could mean bad things for you— xt’s a theoretical disaster waiting to 
happen—2

Elania opened her mouth in surprise. ?Bad things like what”2 she Snally asked.
Yolani raised her hands and then smacked them together. Then she made a funny 

eUplosion noise before Snishing with a serious look.
?zmm. Dagnets smack into each other and then go boom”2 Elania asked with a weak 

laugh.
The facepalm was instant, and Yolani shook her head. ?You 'ust need to be more 

careful. Pigh levels of [Power], especially used at once, can cause eUponential curves that 
can be bad.2

Elania bit her lip. ?Bad is sometimes good if it’s for someone you don’t like.2
Yolani shook her head. ?9kay, let me specifyF it could be bad for everyone, including 

you.2
Elania nodded. ?x understand. x’ll try to be careful.2
Oubbing her temples, Yolani frowned. ?-orry if that was a bit too intense and serious.2
Elania shook her head. ?Jo, it’s okay. x wasn’t trying to make light of itj'ust its all soj 

very serious and trying to laugh it oC is a way to cope. x didn’t really eUpect to be here. 
Oeally, x should be thanking you.2

Yolani gave her a soft smile. ?Rell, we can thank each other then”2
Elania smiled back and nodded. ?That works—2
Per hand went to her chest absentmindedly as she thought about her arrival. ?-ayj 

do you have any idea what’s causing the mana shard shortage”2
Yolani blinked before shaking her head. ?Jot eUactly. Ilmost all mana shards come 

from the -yndicate controlled dungeon in the city. There haven’t been any coming out 
of it though, compared to normal.2

?Rhen x was summoned, there were these cultists. Black :andle something. They had 
a scaryNlooking guy who called himself the Bishop. …oes that ring any bells”2 Elania asked.

Yolani shook her head. ?:an’t say it does, but there are probably a lot of weird cults 
around.2

Elania bit her lip. ?x was stuck in a circle at Srst. They wanted me to make a contract 
with themjthen oCered me a chest. x didn’t really know what it was at the time, a bunch 
of gold andj mana shards.2

The other girl’s eyes widened. ?Pow many” Rhere was this”2
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?xt was really far, in the …eep :averns. Jear a Dushroohum colony,2 Elania eUplained. 
?There werej at least a hundred. Daybe two hundred.2

I frown appeared on Yolani’s face. ?Ind you got away without agreeing to a contract”2
Elania nodded. ?I holy knightj or paladin, x’m not sureGx didn’t have [Identify] 

working yet, broke me out of the circle when he attacked.2
Yolani’s 'aw fell open. ?You survived the attack”2
Elania nodded. ?Pis sword wouldn’t stab me for some reason. xt didn’t feel good, but 

it probably should have chopped me in half.2
?Rait. Rait. Pe had a sword that didn’t hurt you” Like it was sentient”2 Yolani asked.
Ras that important” Elania tried to produce the memory in more focus. ?zhm. Pe 

talked to it actually, x think.2
-ilence Slled the room as Yolani appeared lost in thought. 1inally, the blackNhaired girl 

spoke. ?This is a lot to take in. xf they had that many shardsjthey might very well have 
something to do with the shortage. Daybe they somehow found a way to steal them from 
the dungeon without the -yndicate knowing”2

Elania shrugged.
?There have been rumors of a Lightbringer 9rder paladin in the city. x really haven’t 

been paying much attention to stuC like that, but if he’s the same one you metj maybe 
we can get answers from him,2 Yolani concluded.

Thatjfelt like a bad idea. The man’s Srst impression had been pretty terrible. -till, if 
it was a lead, and helpfulj Elania nodded. -he’d agreed to help, and she’d meant it when 
she had done so. ?xf it will help. Aust promise to not let him 'ab me with his blunt sword 
again.2

?Re’ll be prepared. 1irst, though, we need to Sgure out where he is, or if he’s even in 
the city, or if the rumors are 'ust fake. Luckily, x know someone who can probably help 
us Sgure that out.2 I smile lit up on Yolani’s face. ?Dy friend’s uncle is a lot nicer than 
mine, and 'ust so happens to be a Lieutenant in the :ity uard. Re can ask him about it 
and see if we can get a lead.2

Elania nodded. ?9kay. x’m glad x brought it up. xt seems like it was more important 
than x thought.2

Yolani’s eyes sparkled. ?Ponestly, this is fantastic. x have had no idea what to do, but 
this could be promising.2

Elania watched as the other girl pulled out a parchment and began to write and sketch 
on it. That was Snej eUcept the conversation was suddenly dead, and it seemed like 
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the other girl had forgotten she was even there after Sve minutes. [Universal Reading] 
didn’t seem to apply to whatever Yolani was working on, either.

?zmm”2 Elania prompted.
Yolani looked up like a deer caught in headlights. ?9hj 9P— x’m so sorry, x got 

distracted.2
?Jo problemj but what is it”2 Elania asked.
?xt’s a ward for negating holyNaligned magic from a positive karmic demon utiliqing 

aG2 Yolani coughed and changed tack. Daybe it was the bewildered eUpression on 
Elania’s face. ?xt’s a ward for protecting you from paladins.2

?9h.2 I grin started to spread on Elania’s face. ?That’s thoughtful of you.2
Yolani rubbed her temple. ?-orry, when x get tired, my mind wanders easily. Re’ve been 

at this all evening, and it is getting late. Daybe we should turn in for the night”2
Elania nodded. ?-ure. That sounds good.2
Yolani pushed herself up from her chair and led the way to a small door on the far 

side of the shop near the back. The abbreviated tour of the downstairs workshops hadn’t 
included the upstairs, so Elania’s interest was pi“ued.

I small stone stairway went up half a ight before curving back and reaching the 
second oor. xt was a simple stone hallway with a few lights and two doors opposite each 
other and one at the end.

Elania almost bumped into the other girl’s back when she paused.
?zmm”2 Elania raised an eyebrow.
Yolani let out a sigh. ?x hope you don’t mind, but x’m not ready yet to go through my 

father’s thingsj -o, we can share my bed.2
Elania’s 'aw dropped. By the time she closed her mouth, her cheeks were heating 

up slightly at the suggestion. -tudying the back of Yolani’s neck, her brain started to 
shortNcircuit.

?zhmj sure”2 Elania Snally responded with a little laugh, trying to play oC her 
surprise casually. ?x hope you don’t snore though.2

9pening the door on the right, Yolani chuckled lightly. ?9h no, you caught me— x’m 
actually famous for keeping up entire neighborhoods with my snores.2

Elania couldn’t resist a giggle. The room turned out to be remarkably spacious and 
larger than eUpected. Yolani’s bed was surprisingly largeGspacious enough for two people 
without discomfort. The sheets were a warm, cream color, and a soft “uilt was folded 
neatly at the foot.
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The rest of the room resembled the workshop. There was clutter and items everywhere. 
I freeNstanding clothes rack held a half doqen outSts near the corner, while an overNstuCed 
wardrobe looked neglected beside it. …evices and gadgets were strewn about as well, and 
while a few had obvious uses, most were rather arcane.

Elania looked down at herself, still covered in her gear and armor. ?zmm. Rhere do x 
put my stuC”2

?9h. zmm.2 Yolani paused and looked around before pushing a bunch of clutter out 
of a corner. ?You can put your stuC here.2

Elania nodded and began to pull her cloak oC, then her armor. -he felt a small amount 
of panic when she reached her mana shard. -he hadn’t shared its eUistence yet. xt still felt 
like an important lifeline. Mulling oC her boots, she stuCed the shard and its cloth wrap 
down one of them.

-he’d need to see if it was possible to buy a few new outSts with her coin tomorrow. 
Turning to ask Yolani about it, Elania froqe in shock.

The other girl was highlighted by the glowing lantern against the far wall, her very 
bare, naked body burning itself into Elania’s memory. Then she mercifully pulled a light 
singleNpiece nightgown over her head.

Elania dot eUe Snally rebooted and started to work when Yolani tilted her head and 
looked at her with a “uestion mark.

The emeraldNgreen eyes slid to Elania’s pack then back to its owner. ?…o you want a 
nightgown” x have eUtra, and you’re not that much taller than me, so it probably will St 
Sne.2

?Y...yeah— That’d be great. x 'ust have these, and x was wondering if wejx could go Snd 
a tailor or something to get some new clothes. That St,2 Elania replied “uickly.

Yolani’s eyes widened. ?9f course— x’ll go with you. x know some nice people who do 
great work. x’m sorry for not thinking about it.2

I nightgown was fetched and delivered, but Elania looked around for the still missing 
privacy divider. xt apparently didn’t eUist. Yolani didn’t seem to notice her search and slid 
into the bed.

Elania pulled oC the rest of her clothes and then slid the nightgown on. The othN
er girl didn’t peek or even show interest. That had been what she’d been worried 
aboutjbutjwhy did she feel disappointed”

Oubbing her forehead, Elania pinched her own cheek. Rhy was she so wound up” I 
pretty girl was nice to her, and her mind was 'umping way, way, way ahead. There were 
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so many critical issues to deal with, adding a sudden attractionj or crush was not a good 
idea.

The innocence of Yolani’s oCer was obvious in retrospect. Ralking over to the bed, 
Elania carefully slid under the sheet and turned on her side to place her back between 
them.

? oodnight, Elania,2 Yolani murmured.
? jgoodnight, Yolani,2 she managed to reply, her heart skipping a beat.
…espite everything that had happenedGwas happening around herGshe felt a bit of 

comfort. 1or the Srst time, Elania felt like she wasn’t alone as her mind slowly ordered 
itself into stillness and she drifted oC to sleep.



CHAPTER 57 – CLOTHES AND SECOND 
MEETINGS

M orning came with the soft glow of the city’s magical light stones illuminating 
Yolani’s room through the window. The soft scent of lavender Elled plania’s 

senses while a warm softness bressed against her kacS as she slowly drifted to waSefulness. 
zhe subbressed a sudden surge of banic when she reali,ed what it was.

Yolani had rolled ub against herA arm awSwardly bositioned hanging straight ub in the 
air.

There was a streaS of drool that had glued a locS of hair to the side of her cheeS.
Cnd she was deEnitely snoring.
Rute little snores.
The thought caused plania to tense ubA which was enough of a reverkeration to waSe 

Yolani. The girl’s mob of klacS hair had somehow wrabbed itself around her face liSe a 
wild vine. “eaching ub to the side of her faceA she dealt with her hair. U…hfghmI ?ssit 
morning”H

plania glanced at her clocS. U?t’s almost noon.H
U!grmbhjH Yolani Wumbed ub out of ked liSe a rocSetA Wumbed over to her bile of 

clothes and things kegan to Ny through the air. Uqe’re going to miss our chance to asS 
!enriA and there won’t ke enough timeIjH

Oot wanting to taSe advantage of Yolani’s comblete lacS of modestyA plania did the 
sameA hurriedly bulling oD the nightgown and getting her ac'uired outEt kacS on. 3nce 
she had the shirt and trousers neatly s'uared awayA she glanced kacS at Yolani.

The other girl had a bretty sSirt and klouse on. Oo armor. Turning kacS to her stuDA 
plania decided not to but on the chain and leather armor. ?nsteadA she rearranged her 
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koot so the mana shard was in the toe stuGngA while securing her leather kelt and daggers 
around her hibs. ?t was sort of nice to not have the heavy armor gear on.

Clthough when she looSed in Yolani’s berson si,ed mirrorA her outEt looSed way worse 
without the armor strabbing things down.

Yolani came ub kehind her and looSed at the reNection in the mirror as well. U!mm. 
8o you want to korrow one of my shirts” ?t will brokakly Et a lot ketter.H

plania klinSed. U?f it is oSay”H
U? have blentyjH Yolani said cheerfully. The girl krought over a klacS longPsleeved 

klouse. Uzhould match your krown trousers until we can get to the tailor. qe are going 
to need to hurry thoughI we slebt in too long.H

plania nodded and swabbed her tob. ?t was tight in the chestA kut not too kad. zhe was 
already wearing a kreast wrabA so it really didn’t matter. !obefullyA the shob would have 
some worSakle lingerie.

Yolani hurried to krush her hairA oDered a sbare krushA then rushed out of the room and 
downstairs to get ready. plania subbressed a giggle and carefully krushed her hairA worSing 
out the tangles that had accumulated since leaving the waystation.

?t was not the morning she had eJbected to waSe ub to at allA and it left her with 
such an ublifted feeling she was actually looSing forward to the day. 9y the time she 
made it downstairsA Yolani had already kegun to maSe some tybe of kreaSfast and drinS. 
CctuallyI

U!old ub. You have a toaster oven and a coDee machine”H plania asSed in diskelief. The 
little metal koJ had red wires running through it while two slices of kread from a loaf on 
the Sitchenette’s counter were slotted into it. Cnother machine was dribbing li'uid into 
two metallic cubs.

Yolani looSed kacS at her and tilted her head. Uqhat’s a toaster ovenA and what’s coDee” 
? have a slice of toast and some 0eru kean krew. 6lus sugar and milS.H

plania bointed at the little oven. UThat’s a toaster ovenj 6lusI the 0eruPstuD smells liSe 
coDee.H

U!mm. zo you had similar things in your world”H Yolani asSed curiously.
plania noddedA eying the emkedded mana crystal in the machine’s frame. UThey ran 

on electricityA though. qe didn’t have manaIbowerIor soul things. Lust science.H
Yolani’s mouth fell wide oben. UOo manaj qowj ? can’t imagineI what’s electricity” 

You mean kottled lightning”H
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plania shooS her head. U?f you taSe a magnetA wrab cobber wire around itA then sbin 
another magnet around that really fastA you can create electricity which can bower things.H

C notebad materiali,ed so suddenly in Yolani’s handA plania had no idea where it had 
come from. The other girl kegan to Wot notes down furiously. UMmPhmm. Tell me more”H

C chime on the toaster rang and Yolani looSed ub startled. U3h. …hh. 9reaSfast. 6lusA 
we are lateA we can talS akout electricity later. ?t sounds fascinating. zbinning magnets” 
?magine if we had a gigantic wheel to but under the city’s waterfalljH

The 0eru 9rew deEnitely tasted liSe coDeeA and koth of them added a likeral amount 
of milS and sugar to their cubs. qhen they were done with the small mealA Yolani wasted 
no time ushering them out after e'uibbing her kelt of wands and a small kag.

pJiting out onto Oeftasu’s kusy streets felt less intimidating with a combanion. plania 
followed keside the other girlA slightly kehind to allow her to steer their movementsA kut 
not so far kacS that they couldn’t continue to chat akout things.

‘iSe electricityA airblanesA and sSyscrabers. The tobics weren’t something she’d studied 
inPdebth keforeA and plania felt liSe that had keen a mistaSe. "illing Yolani on all the little 
tidkits and trivia on parth was turning out to ke funA kut the other girl inevitakly wanted 
to Snow the little details.

pJactly how things worSed andI a lot of those plania had Wust taSen for granted while 
la,ing akout worrying akout what maWor to select kefore her sobhomore year was over.

The kustle at the gate seemed well in brogress when they arrivedA the guards ushering 
through a bair of two more [Ralfot] bulled wagons. 3ne of them was full of s'uawSing 
chicSensA whichA considering the brevious day’s conversationA gave plania a tinge of worry. 
Oot that she had any broklems eating chicSenA it was Wust that she Snew where the wagon 
was headed.

C kurly guard waved to Yolani kefore his eyes fell on plania and a frown abbeared. 
UYolaniA who’s your friend”H

UplaniaA this is zergant !arlocS.H Yolani answered kefore oDering a disarming smile. 
U?’ve contracted with her to helb me with the shob.H

plania tensed ub as the man gave her a thorough abbraisal from head to toe. U8id you 
bass ky your contract to “anolf”H

Yolani crossed her arms. UOo. Cnd ? have no need to.H
!arlocS grunted. Uzubbose not. 9ut ? doukt the other CrtiEcers will ke habby. !uP

manP8emon running around will maSe folSs nervous.H
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UYou mean the same CrtiEcers who can’t End a single sbare mana shard in all their 
shobs to helb someone”H Yolani asSed bointedly.

plania turned to looS at herA a frown forming. zhe needed a mana shard” Cn uncomP
fortakle feeling Elled herA and the lumb against her toes felt liSe an accusation. ztillI she 
wasn’t ready to trust giving away something so imbortant to her survival. pven with how 
things seemed to ke going.

!arlocS grunted againA kut didn’t answer.
Yolani shooS her head. U!as !enri already keen ky” ? guess we missed him.H
UCkout an hour ago. ‘ooSed liSe he was in a hurryA sSibbed his usual news swabAH 

!arlocS answered.
UTsS.H Yolani looSed away in annoyance. Uqe overslebtI we’ll have to Wust go straight 

to the stationA then.H
!arlocS raised an eyekrow. UYou have kusiness with the 0uard”H
Yolani nodded. UThere are some 'uestions we wanted to asS !enri’s uncle. !ave you 

heard anything akout a ‘ightkringer in the city”H
“ukking his chinA the man nodded. U!eard something akout one a few weeSs ago. 

8isabbeared for a while kefore reabbearing. ThinS he has some mansion in the Mercenary 
8istrict that’s well guarded. ?f you’re going that far ?’ll H

Yolani raised a forestalling hand. UOoA there’s no need. ‘ucas isn’t my bersonal escortA 
and you don’t have to Seeb sending someone with me whenever ? go out.H

That didn’t seem to convince the zergeant very well. !e started to okWect. U9ut H
plania fro,e as Yolani slibbed her arm around hers and clung to her.
U9esidesA ? won’t ke alone. plania is going with meAH Yolani said with a smile. Uqe’re 

going shobbing for some clothesA anyway.H
!arlocS turned a heavy stare at herA and plania swallowed. U?I? am contracted to ke 

sort of her kodyguard.H
!e gruDedA then waved them on. UCs you wishA ladies. ?’ve no real authority to order 

otherwise in any case.H
Yolani let go and then went over to the man and Sissed him on the cheeSA which did a 

numker on his stoic facade. UThanS youA zergeantA for looSing out for us. ? abbreciate it.H
ULust my WokAH !arlocS mutteredA clearly emkarrassed ky the aDection.
plania followed closely as they made their way to Tailor’s “ow. ?t wasn’t that farA keing 

in the same districtA and she reali,ed they’d arrived when a large array of shob disblays 
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kegan to oDer diDerent forms of outEts inside the storefront windows. U?s there a sbeciEc 
store we are going to”H

Yolani smiled at her. UThere isAH she conErmedA leading plania to a shob with a sign that 
read 9ella’s "ashions’. The window disblayed dressesA klousesA sSirtsA and trousers made 
from various materialsA each of them intricately designed.

U9ella’s is Snown for its wide range of clothing styles and si,es. 6lusA they’re used to 
dealing with all sorts of customers from humans liSe us to dwarvesA gnomesA elvesA and 
even keast men. 9ella is niceA so ? don’t thinS we’ll have a broklemAH she eJblainedA guiding 
plania inside.

plania klinSed. U9east men” There are beoble with animal traits”H
Yolani shot her a glance and nodded. UYou’ve never seen one” There aren’t very many 

in the …nderdarSA kut they are found all over the 3verworld.H
plania Eled that kit of information away.
The shob was sbacious and wellPlitA with rows ubon rows of clothes and diDerent 

colored fakrics hanging on racSs. Cn older woman stood kehind the counterA looSing ub 
to smile at Yolani. !er eyes widened slightly when her ga,e slid to planiaA kut she 'uicSly 
regained her combosure.

Yolani introduced her liSe kefore and soon had 9ella bulling out various bieces for 
plania to try on. The brocess was lengthyA kut enWoyakle plania found herself charmed 
ky the eJberience. 8esbite how nice some of the things looSedA she focused their selection 
on bractical trousers and shirts that would ke good for adventuring or worSing. 3ne fancy 
klouse with trills sneaSed into the bile of accebted garmentsA kut she but her foot down 
on the oDered dresses and sSirts.

?t Wust didn’t seem liSe they’d have a blace in her life at the moment.
That had 9ella changing tacSA and when she krought out several bieces of lingerieA it 

was okvious the woman had homed in on what she was looSing for.
UCre theseIelastic” zborts kras”H plania asSed.
U?’ve never heard those termsA dear. 9ut they are the item of choice for those of us 

who live a more active lifestyle. They oDer eJcellent subbort and will brevent unwanted 
movement.H

plania grakked the set of them and hurried into the changing kooth to Egure out 
her si,e. ?t was such an ubgrade in comfort from her kreast wrabA she decided to order 
multible. They came baired with an e'ually nice lower undergarment thatA while not 
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eJactly made to ke seJyA was very comfortakle. zhe’d actually keen going commandoA so 
it wasI a relief to have something nice.

That led to another reali,ation. zhe hadn’t had a beriod since arriving. Rounting the 
days since her arrival was imbossikleA kut it was easily multible weeSs and that meant she 
was certainly overdue. zhe hadn’t barticibated in any activities that were concerningA kut it 
krought ub a series of 'uestions in her mind. qould she even get beriods anymore” qere 
demons infertile” 8id [Regeneration] interfere with things or cure her usual crambs 
andI everything else”

zhe started to consider asSingA kut the heat in her cheeSs made her reconsider. Mayke 
later. There were other things they needed to focus on.

3ne nice thingA thoughA was she’d not have to wear Marcus’ clothes out of the store. 
U!ow much do ? owe for thisA Mrs. 9ella”H

plania didn’t miss the suktle little shaSe of her head that Yolani made. 9ella gave her 
a large smile while holding her hands. U8on’t worry akout thatA dear. ?’ll have the rest of 
your things bacSaged and sent over to Cetherhart’s CrtiEce.H

3n the way outA she didn’t miss Yolani’s underhanded bass of a gold coin to the lady. 
C large one. ?t immediately made her feel guilty. zhe hadn’t done her bart of the Wok or 
contract yetA and they’d only Snown each other for a single day. Yet here Yolani wasA giving 
her a tremendous gift and not maSing it okvious.

Cs they stebbed out of the shob with a Enal farewell to 9ellaA the amount of time they 
had sbent kecame okvious. Yolani let out a buD. Uqe’re going to need a carriage if we want 
to get over to the Rity 0uard’s head'uarters in time.H

plania frowned. U?’m sorry. That tooS a lot of time H
Yolani shooS her head. Uqe koth overslebt. ?t isn’t anyone’s fault. ?’m Wust hobing we 

can End the ‘ieutenant. ? didn’t get to tell !enri to let him Snow we were coming.H
plania nodded 'uietly. U3Say.H
U‘et’s go kacS to CrtiEce “ow. The ?ronEst mercs can get us a ride 'uicSlyAH Yolani said 

as she led the way.
qhen they returned to the main security gateA plania klinSed in surbrise. !enri was 

thereA and she suddenly but the name to the berson and reali,ed that Yolani’s friend and 
the guard that had helbed her wereA in factA the same !enrij

!e stared at her in shocS as well. Uplania.H
C weaS smile abbeared on her face. U!elloA !enri.H
Yolani looSed ketween them in confusion. UqaitA you two Snow each other”H
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plania nodded. U!e helbed me in the Ookle 8istrict when the Erst shob ? went to sell 
the core wasI a kust.H

UqowAH Yolani saidA kefore turning kacS to !enri. Uqe need to sbeaS to your uncle. 
Ran you checS to see if he can see us”H

!enri looSed at them liSe he was very confused kefore Enally shaSing his head and 
butting his Engers to a temble.

plania klinSed. U…mm. ?s thatI”H
UTelebathy. The guards have a mental networS they can use to communicate 'uicSly. 

?t’s how they oberate and run the cityAH Yolani eJblained.
!enri Enished his call’ 'uicSlyA then tooS on a serious eJbression. U?’ll go with you 

two. The 0uard is sending over their own carriage to fetch us.H
Yolani klinSed. Uqhat. OoA ? didn’t mean to but you out liSe that H
!enri shooS his head. UYou wanted to go see my uncleA kut you’re not the only one 

looSing for someone. ?’ve keen running around for him all day on this.H
!e bointed right at plania.
U…ncle 0aston has actually keen looSing for herA  !enri declared.
plania klinSed in confusion. 8id he Wust say 5…ncle5 0aston” ‘ieutenant 0aston” The 

one that had interrogated her on arrival”
9oth !enri and Yolani stared at herA and she couldn5t thinS of anything to say.



CHAPTER 58 – MUTUAL QUESTIONING

A  sense of unease lddeE idanta as hyer coEe tn hye gacctawe hoCacE hye Gthr ’uacEqs 
yeaE.uachecsH penct sah ommosthe of hyeb anE yaE veen shcanwedr .uteh afhec yts 

ceYedahtonH Todant seebeE e.uaddr gongecneEH ,ye henston tn hye atc Cas madmavdek anE sye 
goudE feed a —noh focbtnw tn yec shobagyH

penct hammeE yts lnwecs cyrhybtgaddr on yts hytwyLa gdeac stwn of necYous enecwrH
,uwwtnw on yec yatck sye CahgyeE hye shceehs wo vr Cytde sye Ccag—eE yec vcatn foc Cyr 

hye Wteuhenanh CanheE ho .ueshton yecH
Syen Todantqs yanE sdtmmeE onho yecs anE mahheE thk idanta doo—eE ah yec Cthy CtEe 

eresH
“mac—dtnw ebecadE eres ytwydtwyheE a Cea— sbtdeH ?iYecrhytnw Ctdd ve adctwyhH Se baEe 

a Eeadk ctwyhI ”qb noh wotnw ho avanEon rouHj
idanta deh ouh a hense vceahy anE noEEeEH ?,yan— rouHj ’dangtnw EoCn ah hye ohyec 

wtcdqs yanEk noC sye Mush neeEeE ho lwuce ouh yoC ho sdoC EoCn yec hycubbtnw yeach 
mahhecH

Todant fcoCneE ah penctH ?Tou Eonqh yaYe anr tEeasIj
pe fcoCneE vag—H ?-twyh yaYe ho Eo Cthy hyah novde syomI ,yer btwyh yaYe ldeE a 

Etcegh gobmdatnh Cthy hye -awtshecs oc sobehytnwH “eebs ctEtgudousk hyouwyH ”h tsnqh dt—e 
” Cas noh hyece as a CthnessH ,yer Cece Mush vuddrtnw yec ouh of hye syomH “ye EtEnqh Eo 
anrhytnwHj

Syen hyer lnaddr acctYeE ah hye yeaE.uachecsk th Cas an tbmostnw stwyhLan enocbous 
hoCec of wcar shone hyah doobeE oYec hye Etshctgh dt—e a bounhatnH penctqs gceEenhtads yaE 
hyeb usyeceE hycouwy a stEe enhcange vr a matc of shecnxdoo—tnw wuacEsH iYecrhytnw Cas 
eRmeEtheEk undt—e yec lcsh engounhec Cthy hye gyeg—motnh wacctsonH
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,ye vohhob 'ooc Cas an eRmanstYe smagek Cthy basstYe bucads anE hameshctes goYectnw 
hye Cadds tn yecadEcrH ,Co gcosseE modeaRes on a sodtE reddoC vag—wcounE Cece hye srbvod 
of hye ’uacEk Cytde a yoctBonhad Ecawonqs s—udd on a wcar vag—wcounE Cas hye gthrqs bohtfH

As hyer gcosseE hye yaddk idanta smohheE hye Eeshtnahton of hyetc mahyH pec eres CtEeneE 
sdtwyhdrH ?Tou yaYe edeYahocsk hooIj

Todant anE penct doo—eE ah yecH
?Achtlge Wtfhk resI Tou yaYe hyeb on iachyI Tou gan use edeghctgthr ho boYe hyebIj 

Todant as—eE eRgtheEdrH
?9n Cyah anE Cthy CyahIj penct fcoCneE tn gonfustonH
?idantaqs yobe ts fudd of ceaddr tnheceshtnw hytnws anE tEeaskj Todant eRmdatneEH
penct syoo— yts yeaE as hyer add enheceE hye voRH ?OtwyhH -r ungdeqs oDge ts on hye 

hCedfhy 'oocHj
Todant hucneE a Etad ho ths lcsh mosthton anE hyen mcesseE EoCn hCo sbadd deYecsH ,ye 

voR ceagheE tbbeEtahedrk senEtnw hyeb umCacEs fashec hyan syeqE eRmegheEH ,yer sdoCeE 
as hyer neaceE hyetc Eeshtnahton 'oock hyen gabe ho a sboohy shomH

idanta syoo— yec yeaEH ,ye hytnw EtEnqh eYen wcoank Cytgy beanh hye dtfh EtEnqh neeE 
bugy batnhenange oc hyer ceaddr gaceE avouh edeYahoc safehrk undt—e vag— yobeH

penct deE hye Car ouh of hye dtfh voR anE mash a cegemhtontshNs Ees—H pe ovYtousdr —neC 
hye Car anE hye Coc—ec hyece CaYeE hyeb vr Cthyouh .ueshtonH 

,ye coob ye vcouwyh hyeb ho Cas a smagtous oDgek Cthy yunEceEs of voo—s dtntnw 
one Cadd Cytde hye ohyec Cas EegocaheE Cthy Yactous sCocEsk aResk lceacbsk anE sytedEsH 
VeytnE hye dacwe ocnahe Ees— Cas a getdtnw yetwyh CtnEoCk seguceE vr a sheed dahhtge fcabe 
hyah deh hye dtwyh shones hctg—de tn hyetc Etshanh dtwyhH

’ashon doo—eE um anE CaYeE hyeb tnH ?penctH ’ooE Coc—Hj
pe sycuwweEH ?” EtEnqh Eo anrhytnwH Wt—e ” hodE rouk hyer gabe ho be Canhtnw ho smea— 

ho rouHj
,ye dteuhenanhqs syacm eres Cece eRaghdr as idanta cebebveceE hyebk anE hyer guh ho 

yec sCtfhdrH pts dtms sdoCdr hucneE tnho a fcoCnH ?SoudE rou hCo daEtes dt—e penct ho shem 
ouhk oc Eo rou btnE tf ye Motns ouc gonYecsahtonIj

idanta sycuwweE anE deh Todant ansCec foc hyebH
“ye sbtdeEH ?penct gan sharHj
’ashon noEEeEH ?9f goucsek vuh ” yaE ho as—H ,yese bahhecs goudE ve sdtwyhdr sensthtYeHj
?Se yaYe ouc oCn .ueshtons foc rouk aghuaddrkj Todant cemdteEH
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pe noEEeEH ?” unEecshanEk vuh lcsh ” neeE ho wo oYec sobe hytnwsHj pts waBe dog—eE 
onho idantaqsk anE ye gonhtnueEH ?-tss idantak Ce beeh awatnHj

idanta sbtdeE Cea—drH ?TesH peddo WteuhenanhHj
?” see rou ace gonhcagheEH ,o -tss Aehyecyachk ” mcesubeIj ’ashon as—eEH
idanta noEEeEH ?,yahqs ctwyhHj
pe cuvveE yts gytnH ?Teh hyece Cas a mectoE Cyece rou Cece gonhaghdess afhec masstnw 

hycouwy hye gyeg—motnhIj
“ye noEEeEH ?,yahqs ctwyh as CeddH Afhec hye GongdaYe bon—s defh be tn hye vaBaack ” 

Cas defh on br oCn foc a CytdeH Syen ” lnaddr beh Todantk Ce baEe a Eead afhec lnEtnw 
ouh Ce yaE gobbon wcounEHj

?Gobbon wcounEkj ’ashon cemeaheEk bustnw oYec hye CocdEH
idanta noEEeE modthedr vuh cebatneE stdenhLunsuce of Cyah ho eRmegh neRhH
?GoudE rou hCo mdease wo tnho boce Eehatd avouh hye nahuce of rouc gonhcaghIj ’ashon 

as—eEH
idanta omeneE yec bouhy ho hcr ho ansCeck Cyen Todant shommeE yec Cthy a yanE ho yec 

CctshH
,ye ohyec wtcd syoo— yec yeaEH ?,yahqs mctYaheH ”f rou Canh ho —noCk rou neeE ho wtYe 

us sobehytnw tn cehucnHj
’ashon catseE an erevcoC anE deaneE vag— tn yts gyatcH ?4ecr Ceddk -tss AehyecyachH 

!eed fcee ho as— rouc .ueshtonHj
Todant sbtdeEH ?SeqYe yeacE cubocs hyece ts a Wtwyhvctnwec UadaEtn tn hye gthrH Se Canh 

ho —noC yts CyeceavouhsHj
A fcoCn ecumheE on hye dteuhenanhqs fageH ?Syr Eo rou Canh ho —noC hyahIj
Todant cebatneE stdenhk anE idanta hoo— yec gue fcob yecH
,ye ban mu…eEk hyen noEEeEH ?” —noC avouh hye madaEtnH pe ts yece tn hye gthrH pe 

yas a banston tn hye -ecgenacr Ftshctgh ye yas veen ustnw as a vase of omecahtonsHj
Todant anE idanta syaceE a doo—H ,yah Cas sobehytnw hyer yaE yeacE as a cubock vuh th 

Cas wooE ho yaYe th gonlcbeEH ”h Mush Casnqh an aEEcessH
’ashon doo—eE oYec ah idantaH ?SeqYe yaE hCo sectous cemochs on rou Euctnw rouc 

ungonhcagheE mectoEHj pts waBe sdtE oYec ho penctH ?,ye lcshk ” vedteYek ts eastdr EtsbtsseEk 
adhyouwy th ts hye fac boce sectous of hye hCoH -r nemyeC Yougyes foc rouc tnnogenge tn 
hye bahheck anE th ammeacs hye syom—eemec wcossdr btscemcesenheE hye faghs tn yts cemoch 
foc sobe ceasonHj
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idanta deh ouh a hense vceahyH “o hyah yaE veen Cyah th CasH “ye ConEeceE Cyah hye 
’uacE CoudE yaYe Eone tf sye yaEnqh adceaEr veen gonhcagheE ho TodantH

?,ye ohyeck yoCeYeck ts gongecntnwH ”h sars hyah a Coban can tnho rou Cytde hcaYecstnw 
waheyouse nubvec etwyhk anE hyen rou veah yec neac ho Eeahy tn fconh of yec gytdEH GoudE 
rou mdease eRmdatn rouc stEe of hye shocrIj

idanta vdtn—eEH ?SyahI ” EtEnqh veah yec6 ,ye wuacEs EtE hyah6j
’ashon catseE an erevcoCH ?,yah ts noh Cyah hye cemochk lddeE ouh vr hye wuacE anE 

Coban tnEtgahesHj
Todant vth yec dtm anE tnhecMegheEH ?” Eonqh hytn— idanta CoudE dte avouh sobehytnw dt—e 

hytsHj
idanta noEEeEH ?Vctnw vag— rouc hcuhy voR hytnwH ”qdd eRonecahe brsedf ctwyh noCHj
’ashon yedE um a yanEH ?Po neeEH ” vedteYe rouH ‘nfochunahedrk hyece tsnqh bugy ” gan 

Eo avouh hye Coban oc hye wuacEs hyeceH ,yer acenqh unEec br seghtonk anE ba—tnw a 
Eead of th CoudE stbmdr gause7 shctfeHj

?“htddk ” Eonqh Canh ho ve gyacweE foc a gctbe ” EtEnqh gobbthHj ,ye fcoCn on idantaqs 
fage EeemeneEH

’ashon noEEeEH ?Touc gase Cas mcesenheE ho hye gamhatnk anE ye gyacweE be Cthy 
rouc sucYetddange anE gaceH peqs baEe be cesmonstvde foc rouH ” vedteYe hyah unEec -tss 
Aehyecyachqs Ctnw rou Ctdd ve lnek vuh ” Canh rou ho gyeg— tn Cthy hye ’uacE mectoEtgaddrk 
Mush so ” gan —eem havs on rouH penct syoudE EoH ,yah syoudEnqh ve a mcovdebIj

idanta doo—eE oYec ah penctk hyen sycuwweEH ?,yahqs lneH Touc nemyeC ts ntgeHj
’ashon dauwyeEk anE penct doo—eE ebvaccasseEH ?PtgeH OtwyhH Ah deash sobeone tn hye 

’uacE yas a wooE cemuhahtonk eyIj
Todant hoo— a Eeem vceahyk yec eres sectous as sye deYedeE a waBe ah Wteuhenanh ’ashonH 

?Wteuhenanhk Ce neeE ho —noC avouh hye Wtwyhvctnwec UadaEtnH Fo rou yaYe hye eRagh 
aEEcessIj

pe fcoCneEH ?Syr ace rou doo—tnw foc ytbIj
Todant anE idanta syaceE a doo— as hyer vohy gonstEeceE Cyah hyer syoudE hedd ytbH 

iYenhuaddrk Todant noEEeEH
idanta gdeaceE yec hycoahH ?peqs cedaheE ho br acctYad yeceH ,yece Cas a gudhL,ye Vdag— 

GanEdeLhyah subboneE beH pe syoCeE um anE tnheccumheE hytnwsk vuh7 hyer yaE a 
basstYe gyesh of bana syacEsH Se vedteYe hyah th btwyh yaYe sobehytnw ho Eo Cthy hye 
syochawek Cytgy ts yacbtnw Todantqs syom sectousdrHj
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’ashon cebatneE stdenhH iYenhuaddr yts waBe danEeE on TodantH ?” yeacE avouh rouc 
fahyec fcob penctH ” ab soccr avouh hyahH ”qb afcatE hyeceqs veen nohytnw ” goudE Eo avouh 
hye gonhcagh Cthy -awtshec OedatnHj

Todant noEEeE gacefuddrk vuh EtEnqh cedenhH ?AnE hye UadaEtnqs dogahtonIj
’ashon syoo— yts yeaEH ?Tou hCo syoudEnqh ve doo—tnw tnho sobehytnw dt—e hytsH ”hqs 

EanwecousH ” yaYenqh yeacE avouh hyts gudh smegtlgaddrk vuh tf Cyah rou sar ts hcuek hye 
syochawe goudE ve banufaghuceE ho gceahe a gctstsHj

Todantqs eres CtEeneEH ?,ye bawtshectad edeghtonsHj
?iRaghdr soHj ’ashon wcunheEH ?4ecr ashuhek -tss AehyecyachHj
idanta fcoCneEH ?” shtdd neeE ho see hye UadaEtnH pe btwyh —noC boce avouh hye 

subbontnwHj
“ya—tnw yts yeaEk ’ashon gdasmeE yts yanEsH ?”qb soccrk idantaH ” bush tnstsh hyah rou 

vohy cefcatn fcob wehhtnw tnYodYeEH ” Ctdd ve mdagtnw hyts as a ytwyxmctocthr anE Ctdd see 
avouh smea—tnw ho hye ban brsedf ho deacn boceHj

Todantqs vcoC fuccoCeEH ?VuhLj
?penct6 isgoch hyese hCo vag— ho yec syomH -a—e suce hyer ba—e th vag— safedrH ”qb 

asstwntnw rou anE a s.uaE ho Cahgy hyeb foc hye htbe vetnwkj ’ashon ocEeceEH
penct vdtn—eEH ?A fudd s.uaEI !uddxhtbe sucYetddangeIj
?,yahqs an ocEeckj ’ashon cemdteE shecndrH
Todant doo—eE ceaEr ho acwuek vuh ’ashon yedE um yts yanEH ?,yts Etsgusston ts oYec foc 

noCk -tss AehyecyachH ”f rou Conqh gobmdrk hyen ”qdd ve focgeE ho gonstEec tbmctsontnw 
rouc EebonHj

,yah —nog—eE hye satds ouh of Todantqs cesmonsek vuh noh hye anwcr wdaceH ,ye ohyec 
Coban shooE um anE muddeE idanta ho yec feeh as CeddH ?Gobe onk idantaH Wehqs wo yobe 
vefoce ye gyanwes yts btnEHj

“ythH ,yer Cecenqh wotnw ho deaYe on wooE hecbsH ,yah Cas vaEH Wteuhenanh ’ashon 
ovYtousdr yaE a doh of muddH “ye CaYeE Cea—dr ah ytbH ?,yan— rou foc rouc htbek Wteux
henanhHj

penct foddoCeE hyeb ouhH
Todant hucneE yec syacm eres on idanta as hyer CatheE foc hye dtfhH ?Syr ace rou hyan—tnw 

ytbIj
?Seddk Mush tn gase Ce neeE ho had— ho ytb awatnkj idanta o…eceEH
?pe Mush s.uedgyeE ouc mdanskj Todant gounheceEH
idanta syoo— yec yeaEH ?” Eonqh vedteYe foc one segonE Ce ganqh lwuce a Car acounE thHj
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?perH ”qb summoseE ho Cahgy rou hCoH ”qb ctwyh yece dtshentnwkj penct satE Cea—drH
Todant MavveE ytb Cthy yec eres neRhH ?“yuh umHj
,ye ctEe EoCn Cas Eone tn hense stdengek as Cas hye ctEe vag—H
Todant eYenhuaddr deh ouh a vceahyH ?“occrH ”qb Mush annoreEHj
idanta noEEeEH ?Po CocctesH Syah ace Ce wotnw ho EoIj
?Se neeE a mdankj Todant shaheE lcbdrk yec waBe beehtnw idantaqsH ?A Car ho sdtm ouh 

Cthyouh vetnw nohtgeEk anE sobeyoC dogahe hye madaEtnqs cestEengeHj
?“ounEs wooEH ” veh Ce gan weh penct ho yedm Cthy hye lcsh machkj idanta satEk yec eres 

sdtEtnw oYec ho hye rounw banH
?”qb ctwyh yeceH ”qb dtshentnw ho rouH ” ganqh Etsover a Etcegh ocEeckj penct cemdteEH
Todantqs eres dth umH ?Syah Cece rouc ungdeqs eRagh ocEecsIj
A fcoCn ecumheE on penctqs fageH
?” vedteYe th Cas ho Cahgyq uskj idanta sbtdeE as sye ansCeceE foc ytbH ?Pohytnw avouh 

shartnw dog—eE um tn hye syom oc ouh of hye becgenacr EtshctghHj
As hyer muddeE hycouwy hye ”conlsh gyeg—motnhk idanta saC anE CaYeE ho “ecweanh 

pacdog—H ,ye ban yaE a sgoCd anE syoo— yts yeaEk wacnectnw a fcoCn fcob idantaH Sas 
ye yaYtnw a vaE EarI pe yaE seebeE fatcdr ntge Euctnw hyetc eacdtec engounhecsH

,ye gacctawe muddeE ho a shomk anE hyer Etsebvac—eEH ‘m vr hye syom hyece Cas adceaEr 
a gcoCE ah hye Eooc ho Aehyecyachqs AchtlgeH

?Tou suce EtEnqh Cashe anr htbe wehhtnw rouc s.uaE yece ho Cahgy uskj idanta gobx
benheEH

penct fcoCneE anE syoo— yts yeaEH ?,yose acenqh br s.uaEH Poh br ungdeqs EtYtstonk 
ethyecH Woo—s dt—eLj

?,yerqce hcrtnw ho vcea— tn6j Todant syouheE vefoce ha—tnw o… ah a Mow um hye shceeh ho 
hye wcoum of benH

idanta foddoCeE tn a yuccrk Cthy penct gdose veytnE yecH
?“hom hyah6j Todant syouheE onge sye Cas gdosecH
”bbeEtahedr adacb vedds shacheE wotnw o… tn idantaqs yeaEH “ye cegowntBeE -ashec 

Oanodf anE a feC of yts ammcenhtgesH ,ye wuacEs Cece Ceactnw a Et…ecenh godoc sucgoahk 
hye sabe as hye ones Cyo yaE veahen hye CobanH Syen yec eres ceagyeE hye fah vadE bank 
sye —neC th Cas Todantqs ungde awatnH

,ye enhtce wcoum hucneE hoCacE hyeb ah ongeH
Todant muddeE ho a yadhH ?‘ngde pesheck -ashec Oanodfk Cyah ace rou Eotnw ho br syom 

fconhIj
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A gytddtnw wctn ebecweE on hye sCodden fage of hye banH
pek aggobmanteE vr a wuacEk aEYangeEH
peshec behtgudousdr unfucdeE a macgybenh anE EegdaceEk ?Vr Ytchue of hyts oDgtad 

Eogubenhk ocEatneE vr hye -awtshectad Gouchk on hye wcounEs of mecsonad assaudh anE 
badeYodenh awwcesston umon peshec pachbank is.utcek one Todant Aehyecyach ts yecevr 
subboneE ho ansCec anE tf founE wutdhrk ba—e abenEs foc yec addeweE hcanswcesstonsHj

pe coddeE hye macgybenh um anE hyen weshuceE ho Oanodf Cytde motnhtnw hye Eegcee ah 
idantaH ?Vuh lcshk Ceqce gonlsgahtnw rouc neC mehHj



CHAPTER 59 – BLOODY DESSERTS

A s Hester nihsdep dhs orclam,mthciE famihm weat m vm.e cw premp vmsd c.er derS 

ude lcxitep shy lhtg Rxmrps,eiS zmicaw mip dhs tvc mrthnlers dmp mrthnle vmips 
sde relcRihbep tc ke ahYe ’camihTs lc,kmt vmip hi cie dmipE mip sdmlYaes vhtd mrlmie 
accYhiR Ragods RacvhiR ci tde, hi tde ctderS

-dcse vere penihteag sc,e tgoe cw sam.e tccaE orckmkag ,emit tc khip mip lcitrca derS
’camih accYep sdclYepE e,ermap“Rreei eges pmrthiR ketveei tde mp.milhiR Rxmrps mip 

tde mrthnlersS ”’cx lmiTt pc tdhsEO sde orctestepE der .chle rhiRhiR cxt laemr mip penmit 
pesohte tde eslmamthiR shtxmthciS

Hester stccp kmlY ms de vmtldep tde ctders ,c.e wcrvmrpE dhs Rrhi ciag vhpeihiR mt 
tde orctestS ”IdE kxt D lmiEO de retcrtep s,xRagS ”Aip D vhaaSO

zmicaw ae.eaep m serhcxs Rmbe mt ’camihS ”zeRmrpaess cw gcxr sYhaaE ’cxiR AetderdmrtE 
gcxTre cxt,mtldep dereS D dm.e ,g tvc kest lc,kmt mrthnlers vhtd ,eS ’cx lmiTt kest maa 
tdree cw xsE e.ei hw gcx dm.e tde mp.mitmReSO

Hhs eges jhlYerep tc famihmS ”uxk,htE …e,ciS Dt vciTt dmr, gcx tc ldmiRe ,mstersS 
DTaa see tdmt gcxTre lmrep wcrSO

”DT, ict m pcREO famihm somt mt dh,S -dmt Nxst dmrpeiep tde accY ci tde ,miTs wmleS
’camih accYep mt der vhtd m wrcviS ”D vciTt aet tde, tmYe gcxSO
famihm Ramilep ketveei tde hilc,hiR Rxmrps mip ’camihE tdei wrcviepS ”D lmi rxiE hw 

gcx vmit tc sxrreiper tc tde amvMcrMO
’camih remldep c.er mip oxt der dmip ci famihmTs sdcxaperS ”'cSO -de nerle Rmbe 

lmxRdt famihm kg sxrorhseS ”-dhs hs ,g dc,eS HeTs tmYei ,g wmtderS HeTs Rct tde CmRhster 
mrcxip dhs niRer sc,edcvS D vciTt vhi tdhs hi m lcxrtS DT, RchiR tc nRdtSO
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famihm kahiYepS Her ,mtd smhp ht vmsiTt RccpS -de Rxmrps dmp prmvi tdehr vemocisS 
ue.ei mRmhist tvcM tdreeF ude Ramilep mt HeirhE vdc dmp mi msdei eyoresshci ci dhs wmleS

’camih aet cxt m teise kremtdS ”’cx pciTt dm.e tc nRdtE famihmS ’cx lmi Rc hw gcx vmitSO
udmYhiR der dempE famihm ,mpe der pelhshciS ”'cS DT, gcxr kcpgRxmrpE re,e,kerF DT, 

vhtd gcxSO
’camih txriep tc HeirhS ”Are gcx vhtd xsFO
Heirh svmaacvep .hshkhahtgS ”’camihM D lmiTtS -de vmrrmit hs .mahpS ’cx ieep tc sxrrei“

perMO
-de kamlY“dmhrep Rhra oxrsep der ahos mip txriep mvmgS ”Vxst pciTt hiterwereS D pciTt 

vmit tc dm.e tc dxrt gcxSO
He kmlYep mvmg tcvmrps tde iemrest kxhaphiRS
’camihTs dmip oxaaep tvc vmips cW der keatE tdei deap tde, mt der shpeS
GcaacvhiR tde ctder RhraTs aempE famihm prev der tvc 0croma …mRRersS ”4dmtTs tde oamiFO
”Bxmrp ,e wrc, tde cies vdc lc,e xo lacseEO ’camih crperepS
zmicaw mttmlYep nrstS He ae.eaep dhs vmip mt famihmE mip m tdhlY Rack cw ahRdtihiR 

amxildep htseaw mt derE lmxshiR der tc sYhp tc m dmat ms sde ocshthciep derseaw hi wrcit cw 
’camihS

Dt ciag ,mpe ht dmawvmg tc derE ’camih ae.eahiR der cvi vmip mt tde orcNelthaeS A ,etma 
rcp erxotep wrc, tde Rrcxip hi wrcit cw htE phsldmrRhiR tde ahRdtihiR hitc tde Rrcxip 
dmr,aessagS

-de lcxitermttmlY vms svhwtE ’camih ae.eahiR der ctder vmip mt der sdcoS A ,mssh.e 
,etma soemr erxotep wrc, tde vmaaE sYeverhiR cie cw tde Rxmrps wrc, kedhipE kxrsthiR 
coei dhs ldest hi m sormg cw kaccp tdmt amxildep htseaw m pcbei ,eters mlrcss tde streetS

-dmt vmsiTt tde eipE tdcxRdS -de soemr vrhtdep ahYe m teitmlaeE txrihiR mip stremYhiR 
strmhRdt wcr zmicawS He remltep histmitagE ae.eahiR dhs cvi vmip mt tde mttmlYS -de ,etma 
mooeipmRe sxppeiag aclYep hi oamle mip tdei sdmtterep citc tde RrcxipE krcYeiS

-de n.e re,mhihiR Rxmrps rxsdep wcrvmrpS Iie ae.eaep m nremr, mt famihmE kxt tde 
vemoci sxppeiag jhooep cxt cw dhs dmipsE sohrmahiR tdrcxRd tde mhr ms ’camih remltepS

famihm Rrht der teetd ms sde sxppeiag txRRep ci der ,mim sdmrpS udeTp marempg keei mt 
,my [Power]E kxt sde prev tvc dxiprep eytrm xihts migvmgE oxsdhiR derseaw veaa c.er 
der ah,htS -de kxrihiR nre hi der lcre aemit der eytrm soeepE mip sde pmrtep hitc tde omtd 
cw m svcrps,mi pmsdhiR tcvmrp ’camihS

He stcooep sdcrt mip svxiR mt derE kxt sde pxlYep xiper ht mip samsdep kmlY vhtd 
der [Vorpral Dagger]S -de strhYe vms sdmaacvE kxt ht sahlep tdrcxRd dhs mr,cr vhtd m 
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dhssE aem.hiR m ahie cw kaccp seeohiR hitc lactdS He oxaaep kmlY wcr mictder strhYe kewcre 
keRhiihiR tc slrem,S

IxldS Cmgke Cmrlxs dmp sc,e tgoe cw reshstmile tc tde kampe tdmt dmp orcteltep dh,S 
-de Rxmrp ck.hcxsag php ictS -de ,mi prcooep tc tde Rrcxip mip keRmi tc vrhtde hi 
mRcigS Hcag sdhtS

-de sdclY ma,cst ,mpe der ,hss tde soemr,mi stmkkhiR mt der kmlYS uohiihiR mrcxipE 
sde shpesteooep tde kacvE tdei pejeltep mictder strhYe vhtd der pmRRer vdhae kmlYoepma“
hiRS He vms trghiR tc prh.e der mvmg wrc, ’camih sc dhs tdree maahes lcxap vcrY tdehr vmg 
mrcxip wreeagS

Di tde kmlYRrcxipE sde smv ’camih eyldmiRhiR kamsts cw eierRg ketveei derseaw mip tde 
tdree ArthnlersS ude vms pxma vheaphiR der vmips vdhae tdeg vere Nxst xshiR cieE mip tde 
ctder Rhra vms wcrlep tc pmile mrcxip tc m.chp tde strhYesS

!ehiR cxtix,kerep vms kmpS -deg vere RchiR tc Ret vcri pcvi ahYe tdmtS famihmTs eges 
sahp kmlY tc tde soemr,miE mssesshiR dhs vemociS

He stmkkep mt der mRmhiE kxt tdhs th,eE sde phpiTt pcpReS DistempE sde tdrxst derseaw 
hitc htS Hhs eges vhpeiep hi sdclY ms sde Rrmkkep tde vemoci mip sahp pcvi ht wmster tdmi 
de lcxap kmlY oepmaS [Vorpal Dagger] sam,,ep hitc tde sclYet cw dhs egeE samghiR dh, 
histmitagS

[You have slain Guard - Human - Lvl 176]
[You have lost 113 Karma.]
[For slaying a being over 50 levels higher than you, extra experience is reward-

ed.]
[You have gained multiple levels!]
[Absorb the lingering Power from Guard - Human - Lvl 176?]
’esE oaemseS
[Your body has reached the limit of its capacity for Power!]
[Find a stronger body or reduce your current Power!]
[Your body has exceeded the limit of its capacity for Power!]
[Your body is experiencing thermal degradation!]
[You have gained a rank in Martial Bladesmanship, Negotiation, and Mobility!]
[Your body is slightly adapting.]
[Due to your high Power, [Regeneration] is enhanced!]
-de sxppei hijxy cw ocver vms tcc ,xldS Bcapei ahRdt wrc, tde ,miTs scxa pmilep 

mrcxip derS udeTp ciag prmhiep m dxiprep ochitsE wcrlhiR der kcpgTs oerwcr,mile dhRderE 
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mip der eyoerheile nRdthiR Cmrlxs tcap der tdmt oecoae vere emshag vcrtd dxipreps cw 
ochitsS

zhoohiR tde soemr cxt cw der ldestE sde dxraep ht mt cie Rxmrp ldmrRhiR ’camihE px,ohiR 
maa tde eyless [Power] sde vms dcaphiR citcS

’eaacv ahRdt kxrst hitc eyhsteileS Dt vms aess m soemr tdrcv mip m ,mssh.e eierRg phs“
ldmrRe tdmt lxraep xo tde lckkaestcie mip sxrrcxipep tde ,miE hilhiermthiR dh, ms tde 
eierRg s,msdep dh, hitc tde iemrkg kxhaphiRS

[You have slain Guard - Human - Lvl 156]
[You have lost 11 Karma.]
[For slaying a being over 50 levels higher than you, extra experience is reward-

ed.]
[You have gained multiple levels!]
Hcag sdhtE ’camih dmpiTt keei YhpphiRS -de m,cxit cw phsldmrRe veit xo eyocieithmaag 

tde ,cre ocver sde px,oep hitc tde mttmlYS
Dw sdeTp ldmiieaep tdmt tdrcxRd der kcpg histemp cw tde soemrE sdeTp dm.e kamstep derseawE 

tccS
Iie cw tde mrthnlers txriep mvmg wrc, strhYhiR ’camih mip tmrRetep derS A amile cw hle 

jmsdep tdrcxRd tde mhrE mip famihm ph.ep tc tde shpe tc pcpRe htS Aictder cie wcaacvep 
rmohpagE ldmiRhiR lcxrse tc trmlY derS

A samsd vhtd der pmRRer sdmtterep htE kxt tde sdmrps tdmt erxotep kht hitc derS Aictder 
strhYe lm,eE m jghiR krhlYS ude YhlYep htE sdmtterhiR ht hitc pxstS

Ixt cw tde lcrier cw der egeE sde socttep cie cw tde Rxmrps remldhiR ’camihS He svxiR 
dhs svcrp mt derE kxt sde rmhsep der vmip tc lcxiterE tde tho ,eethiR tde kampeS

!ctd tde vemoci mip der vmip eyoacpep prm,mthlmaagE tde kamst kmlY sdmoep tcvmrp 
tde RxmrpE seiphiR dh, dxrahiR tdrcxRd tde mhr c.er tde iemrkg kxhaphiRs hi m dhRd mrlS

A kamst wrc, zmicaw lmxRdt der hi tde shpe ms sde strxRRaep tc oxaa mictder vmipS
As scci ms ’camih vms YiclYep cW der weetE maa tdree mrthnlers txriep tcvmrp famihm mt 

cileS
A wxshaampe cw ,mRhl jmsdep tcvmrp derS Dt vms h,ocsshkae tc pcpReE sc sde jmrep der 

[Power] ahkermaag tc oxild tde ,mRhlma orcNelthaes mvmgS -deg pejeltep hi e.erg phrelthciE 
s,msdhiR hitc kxhaphiRs mip rccws maa mrcxip tde streetS Di tde phstmileE famihm remahbep 
tdere vere slcres cw oecoae slrem,hiR ms tdeg rmi mvmgS

Hcv ,xld wxlYhiR ocver php tde mrthnlers dm.e hi tdehr stxohp vmipsF Her [Power] 
RmxRe vms prcoohiR rmohpagE mip famihm ph.ep tcvmrp tde vrhtdhiR RxmrpS He dmp lxraep 
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xo hi m kmaa mip Rcie sthaaE kxt de vmsiTt pemp getS ude nyep tdmt vhtd m sdmro kacv tc tde 
shpe cw tde sYxaaS

[You have slain Guard - Human - Lvl 126]
[You have lost 51 Karma.]
[For slaying a being over 50 levels higher than you, extra experience is reward-

ed.]
[You have gained multiple levels!]
[Absorb the lingering Power from Guard - Human - Lvl 126?]
-de sxrRe cw ocver rekcxipep der strxRRae mRmhist tde orcNelthaesS
[You have gained a rank in Martial Bladesmanship and Mobility!]
uxppeiagE m amile cw ahRdt jmsdep tdrcxRd tde mhr mip h,omaep cie cw tde mrthnlers hi 

tde ldestE YiclYhiR dh, kmlYS Vevearg mip dhs rckes sxppeiag jmrep rep mip eyoacpepE 
aem.hiR dh, dmaw imYepE kxt de Nx,oep kmlY ci dhs weet ma,cst h,,ephmteagS

A sdcxt tc tde shpe prev famihmTs mtteithciS ’camih vms strxRRahiR vhtd tde RxmrpE vdc 
dmp m pmRRer sde vms kmreag dcaphiR mt kmgS

GxlYS udeTp ,essep xo mip ,hssep tde amst Rxmrp5
Vx,ohiR tcvmrp tde strxRRaeE tde tdree mrthnlers ae.eaep tdehr vmips tcRetder mt derS A 

scahp ldxiY cw oxroae ahRdt sam,,ep hitc der ldestE aclYhiR der hi oamleS uxppeiag mhr vms 
xim.mhamkaeE der eithre kcpg weat ahYe ht vms ci nreS

-dmt vms kelmxse ht dmp oxildep m kmsYetkmaa shbe dcae tdrcxRd der tcrscE mip der demrtE 
axiRsE mip rhklmRe vere ,hsshiRS

[Crisis Management S+ active ability has activated. Remaining time: 6 sec-
onds.]

Dt vms lmxse wcr lcileriE kxt sde weat lma,S -h,e see,ep tc sacvS -de kem, vmsiTt Nxst 
oxre eierRgE kxt m scahp lcistrxlthci cw sc,e ,etmaE h,omaep hitc tde Rrcxip kedhip der 
ahYe m ,mssh.e soemrS

Dt vms scahp maa tde vmg kmlY tc tde mrthnlersM mip ht lciieltep der tc tde tdree vmips 
hi der mttmlYerTs dmipsS

ude lcxap weea tde lcistrxltsMcr ,mgke ht vms tdehr ,mim sdmrpsS
-dehr lmomlhthes vere mkscaxteag oxigS Hcv dmp tdeg vheapep sc ,xld octeit ,mRhl 

vhtd sc ahttae [Power] m.mhamkae tc tde,F
-de vmg tdeg lciieltep tc derE ht vcxap ke trh.hma tc gmiY tdmt ocver cxt mip prmhi 

tde lc,kmt vmipsS
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-dmt vms tde vrciR phrelthciS famihm sxlYep pcvi dmaw tde re,mhihiR [Power] hi der 
,mim sdmrp mip sdc.ep ht kmlY hitc tde vmipsS

-de s,maa sdmrps hi tde vmips aht xo ahYe ,hihmtxre stmrs kewcre sdmtterhiR hi tdehr 
cvierTs wmlesS -de ,mi vdc ’camih dmp kamstep cW dhs peweish.e vmrphiR vms pelmohtmtep 
histmitagS

[You have slain Arti9cer - Human - Lvl 143]
[You have lost 27 Karma.]
Gam,es jmrep xo mrcxip tde ctder mrthnler ms dhs vmrphiRs kxriep kewcre tde wcrle 

sam,,ep dh, hitc tde vmaa cw tde sdco vhtd m shlYeihiR lrxildS
[You have slain Arti9cer - Human - Lvl 1I2]
[You have lost 53 Karma.]
[For slaying beings over 50 levels higher than you, extra experience is reward-

ed.]
[You have gained multiple levels!]
Di wrcit cw zmicawE m Rreei lhrlae jmsdep hitc eyhsteile tdmt pejeltep tde eyoacshci hitc 

tde RrcxipE kxt e.ei de stmRRerep kmlYvmrpsS
4dmte.er tde mrthnlers dmp h,omaep der vhtd phpiTt phsmooemrS ude Rrmkkep ht vhtd 

der nsts mip oxildep mt htE trghiR tc kremY htE kxt ht vms scahp mip rmiR vhtd emld kacvS 
[System] ,essmRes jccpep der .hshci eicxRd tc phscrheit derS

GxlYS zmicaw vms RetthiR kmlY citc dhs weetS ’camih vmsM
Her amst cothci lahlYep hitc oamleS famihm lacsep der eges mip re,e,kerep vdmt ht vms 

ahYe tc dxitS
-de sxppei ldmiRe vms phscrheithiR ms sde dht tde RrcxipE kxt sde relc.erep PxhlYagE 

rcaahiR citc der omvsS zmicaw phpiTt see tde ,c.e,eitE mip sde oxasep der [Power] hitc 
[Stealth] vdhld txriep der wcr, hitc m kaxrrep ,hstS

famihm Ramilep kedhip der tc ldelY ci der omrtier mip vms sxrorhsepS ’camih vms ci tde 
RrcxipE slrm,kahiR tc Ret ci der weetE tde Rxmrp h,omaep wrc, kedhip ci tde aeiRtd cw 
HeirhTs svcrpS As scci ms sde vms ci der weetE sde remldep wcr m vmipE kxt m ahRdtihiR kcat 
wrc, zmicaw rxsdhiR wcrvmrp kamstep der dmip mvmgS

”’cxT.e pcie eicxRd marempgS ’cxTaa omg wcr tdhs vhtd gcxr ah.esEO tde ,mster mrthnler 
somt mt tde tvcS

’camihTs dmip hildep sacvag tcvmrp m vmipE kxt de Restxrep vhtd dhs vmipS ”Adt5 Dw 
gcx ,c.eE DTaa h,omae tde kctd cw gcx icvS ’cx mreiTt wmst eicxRd tc prmv kewcre D lmi 
lmstSO
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famihm sahiYep wcrvmrp ci der keaag wrc, kedhipS 4dei sde vms hi rmiReE sde aemot vhtd 
m rcmrS -de cap ,mi sthaa dmp tde sam.e lcaamr hi dhs dmipE kxt maa de smv kewcre sde rhooep 
cxt dhs tdrcmt vms der [Darkwalker] teetdS

Hx,mi kaccp naaep der seisesS Dt tmstep RccpS ude s,msdep der omv ci tde cap ,miTs 
eyocsep sohieE se.erhiR ht ms sde svmaacvep tde ldxiY cw jesd sde dmp tcri cxtS

[You have slain Master Arti9cer - Human - Lvl 276]
[You have gained 153 Karma.]
[For slaying a being over 50 levels higher than you, extra experience is reward-

ed.]
[You have gained multiple levels!]
[Absorb the lingering Power from Master Arti9cer - Human - Lvl 276?]
DisthiltxmaagE sde Yiev ht vcxap ke tcc ,xld ocver mip sde vcxapiTt Ret ,cre jesdE 

kxt sde tccY ht migvmgS
Bcapei nre vremtdep mrcxip derS Dt dxrtS Dt dxrt m actS !xt sde vms strciRS ude lcxap 

vhtdstmip htS ude dmp xse wcr htS
[You have gained a rank in Negotiation, Bribery, and Entimidation!]
[You have gained the skills Arti9ce, nhanced Mana Sensing, and lemental 

A nity!]
—cohiR c.er tc der mkmipciep lactdesE sde lamvep der kcct mip tcxldep der ,mim 

sdmrpS -de eyless eierRg jcvep wreeag hitc htE restcrhiR sc,e cw tde prmhiep [Power]S
'ct dm.hiR dmips vms ph lxatS 4dmt hw sde xsep [Power]F
-eaeYhieshs vms ocsshkaeS At m lcstS Her oxrse coeiepS D,ocrtmit tdhiRs veit hishpeS 

…mRRersS Cmim udmrpS Her iev krmS 'c rcc, wcr migtdhiR easeS BrmkkhiR tde omlY hi der 
,cxtdE sde rmi kmlY tcvmrp f,ermap fgesS

-de ,mae keshpe jmrep omihl mip ae.eaep dhs vemoci mt derE kxt sde hRicrep dhs ocs“
txrhiRS

f,ermap fges stmrep kmlY hitc dersS ”fMfamihmFO
famihm aet cxt m acxp oxrr mip ixbbaep xo mRmhist ’camihTs aeRS
”-dmtTs famihmFO Heirh msYep vemYagS ”udeTsMkhRSO
”Are gcx marhRdtFO ’camih msYepS
famihm aet cxt mictder oxrrE kxt tdei m s,maa ichse eldcep iemrkgE lmxshiR der emr tc 

tvhtldS —em.hiR der kmR vhtd f,ermap fgesE sde kcxipep tcvmrp tde scxipS
-dere vms sthaa cie eie,g aewtS -de cie vdc dmp dxrt f,ermap fges tde ,cst mip 

lmxsep maa tde lmtmstrcodeS
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Hester dhp hi m treild cw tcri stcieE dhs dmips dcaphiR citc dhs kmap demp tc dhpe 
htS 4dei der sdmpcv omssep c.er dh,E de accYep xo mip sdrheYepS ude remldep wcrvmrp 
mip rmYep dhs ldest vhtd der lamvsS He vms vemYS 'ct m nRdterS A tmaYerS Hhs mkhahtg vms 
ochsciep vcrpsS

fmsg oregS 'ct dersE tdcxRdS
ude kht pcvi dmrp ci dhs sdcxaperE kaccp naahiR der ,cxtd mRmhiS famihm prmRRep dh, 

cxt cw tde dcae mip tdei txriep tcvmrp e,ermap egesE lmrrghiR der lmtld tc der omrtier 
mip peocshtep tde kaeephiR ohele cw ,emt hi wrcit cw der weetS

f,ermap fges accYep pcvi mt dh, wcr m ,c,eitE der eges rmphmthiR der e,cthcisS
-de ochsciep vcrps lm,eS aemphiRS CerlgS IWerhiRsS famihm dhssep mt dh,S
”’cxTre tcc pmiRercxs tc aem.e mah.eEO ’camih pelamrepS ude ae.eaep der vmip mt dhs demp 

mip sxppeiag m tdhi kcat cw kaxe amilep tdrcxRd dhs sYxaaS
Dt vms c.erS
’camihTs dmip lc.erep tde shpe cw der wmleS famihm lcxap teaa sde vms hi omhiS Ceitmaag 

mip odgshlmaagS
”’cx dm.e tc RcS -de Rxmrp vhaa ke dere hi ,hixtesEO Heirh smhpS
-dmt vms kmpS uih iR HesterTs lcroseE sde tccY m ldxiY cw ,emt mip svmaacvep ht 

kewcre mkscrkhiR dh,S -dere vms ic remsci tc aem.e vmste kedhipS f.ei hw de tmstep hlYgE 
mip sde vms marempg reRretthiR tde wmttg khte sde dmp svmaacvepS

[You have gained a rank in Negotiation and Bribery!]
’camih aet cxt m teise kremtdS ”D ieep tc Ret O
”'c5 ’cx ieep tc Rc icv5 !ctd cw gcx5 -dereTs mi eithre remlthci oamtcci lc,hiR5O 

Heirh sdcxtepS
famihm sihWep tde mhr mip tdei ohlYep xo der kmR vhtd der teetdS !xt vdere vcxap tdeg 

rxiF
’camih ochitep tcvmrp tde sdcoS ”Ditc tde sdcoS -dereTs mi eslmoeS D ieep tdhiRsSO
Heirh icppepS ”AarhRdtS D lmiTt lc,e vhtd gcxS -deg vcxap trmlY ,eSO
’camih accYep tc tde Rrcxip mip icppepS ”-dmiY gcxSO
Heirh oxsdep der ReitagS ”BcS HxrrgSO
-deg jepS



CHAPTER 60 – ON THE RUN

E lania bit down on her bag as she mnished absorbing the re,aining bodies on the 
streetv shoxing the ecpess .ower into the ,ana shard pontained insideT uhen she 

bofnded aYter yolaniv who shoxed the slightlA bent doorYra,e oY ’etherhartHs ’rtimpe 
o.enT kenri watphed ,ftelA as the two disa..eared insideT

uhe door groaned as E,erald EAes shoxed it bapS shftv then direpted her wand at a 
dro. barT uhe ,etal sfddenlA tfrned redv and it Yfsed into the wood and stoneworST

Elania tilted her headT Mhe Snew there was a windowT jaAbe theA wofld be ?f,.ing 
oft oY itB Ift then theAHd still be ec.osed to the ones who hfnted the, oftsideT

Mni!ng the airv the Ya,iliar spent oY the sho. had oxer.owered the stenph oY blood and 
,agip that had hfng in the air oftsideT yolani was a whirlwind oY aptionv Yetphing a large 
bag and shoxing things see,inglA at rando, into itT …t was a big bagT

Elania sat on her hafnphes and watphedT …t was going to be heaxAv and she was fnsfre 
how yolani wofld parrA itT Mhe let oft a ,eow in worrA that sheHd be ec.epted to parrA it 
on her bapST Mhe was not a .apS ani,al“

’lthofgh- she .robablA wofldnHt ,ind iY E,erald EAes wanted to ride on her bapST
”…H, hfrrAing“ … need ,A pharge prAstals and ,A bapSzf. brape“ Mhitv where are the 

pa,ozploaSsB— yolaniHs words pa,e oft in a ra.id phatter that had Elania tilting her head 
as she watphedT ’ belt oY wands oY xariofs sha.es was shoxed into the leather .apST

’ Yew ,inftes laterv the sofnds oftside pafsed her ears to twitph ra.idlAv and she let 
oft a warning hissT

yolani YroDe and stared at the doorT ”…t shofld holdO—
uhere was a lofd prapS f.stairsT Elania whirled and growled at the f.stairs doorT
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”uhe window is wardedv and theA wonHt get easilA exen iY itHs o.enT Elaniav po,e herev— 
yolani orderedT

Rafsing in her growlingv she lo.ed oxer to E,erald EAes eagerlAv bft when she saw what 
was in the girlHs handsv Elania let oft a hiss and sto..ed on her hafnphesT

…t was a pollar and harness“ Mhe was not a .et“
”0al, downT …tHs Yor holding things and parrAing stf9“ 8e donHt haxe ti,e to argfe“— 

yolani Aelled at herT
ElaniaHs ears went bapS on her headv bft she ste..ed ploser and let yolani .ft the thing 

onT 8hA did she exen haxe a NarSwalSer sha.ed pollarv anAwaAB
…t tfrned oft to be a xerA ponmgfrable harnessv .robablA ,eant Yor so,ething exen 

biggerv liSe a FalYot IfllT …t was aptfallA shrfnS down to mt herT uhere were nipe hooSs 
on itv and Elania .laAed with her bagv sealing it shft and hooSing it onto the new Yeline 
oftmtT

Mhe still eAed the giant bag yolani .re.ared warilAT
’l,ost as iY reading her ,indv the other girl answeredT ”…t has a weight artimpe on itv 

so it doesnHt weigh as ,fphT—
uhat wofld be handAT Ift how did so,eone ,ani.flate weightB 8as it graxitA ,agipB 

uhe sfdden interest exa.orated as a lofd ec.losion sofnded on the other side oY the doorT 
Mo,eone was trAing to breaS inOwith ,agipT

Elania began to .ape nerxofslA arofndT E,erald EAes hadnHt told her how to espa.e“ 
0o,ing into the ponmned bfilding Yelt liSe a ,istaSe to her instinptsT …t wofld haxe been 
,fph better to s.rint awaA and mnd a darS shadow to hide in beYore .ofnping on the 
ene,AT

Ift she pofldnHt leaxe yolani fn.rotepted and aloneT
ker ears swixeled as she listened to the sofnds oY atte,.ted intrfsion and dangerv 

holding still while yolani pli..ed sexeral ,ore bags to her harnessT ker earlier indignation 
at bepo,ing a .apS ani,al resfrYapedv bft she .fshed it awaAT …Y hel.ing parrA things 
wofld hel.v then she wofld do soT

uhe .ofnding ec.losions oftside bepa,e inpessantT …t honestlA sfr.rised her how 
resilient the sho. wasT …t sofnded liSe theA were .ofnding on it with artillerAT ’ptfallAv 
re,e,bering the pannon at the phepS.ointT jaAbe theA wereB

”Elania“ 8e need to go“ 0o,e on“— yolani shofted Yro, the bapS roo,T
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ufrning and lo.ing aYter the other girlv she Yofnd that there was a hatph bfilt into the 
qoor beside the shower pontra.tionT Elania sni9ed at it in dis,aAT Mhe hadnHt had a phanpe 
to trA it oftT

’ hand grabbed onto her pollar and tfgged her downwardT ;irst instinpt was to plaw 
the .re.aratorv bft she didnHt want to hfrt yolaniv so she let oft a low growlT uhe pollar 
was not Yor tfgging on her“ Mhe sfb,itted and ?f,.ed down into the holeT uhe tra. door 
plosed aboxe the,T

”…Y Aof donHt liSe thatv ?fst wait fntil Aof see where we haxe to go throfgh-— yolani 
,f,bledT

Elania sni9ed the pool airT …t was ipSAT ’prid with a tang oY rotT ker Yfr sfddenlA stood 
f. in alar,T Co“

”uhe drain goes to the FowHs sewer line and into the ,ain networST—
MewersT 1ghT ’ low growl espa.edT
”… agreev— yolani re.liedT
Elania nfdged her with her nosev taSing a sni9T …t was .robablA the last nipe thing she 

wofld s,ell in a long ti,eT
’ grate blopSed their .rogressv yolani .flled oft a si,.lev ordinarA wrenph and fndid 

the bolts holding it inT uhere was a ,e,brane mlter oY so,e Sind held behind the grate 
and as soon as it was re,oxedv the stenph hit Yor realT

Elania laid on her bellA and poxered her nose with her .awsT
”Lodsv AofHre sfph a dra,a patv— yolani saidv a hint oY lafghter in her xoipeT uhe girl 

s,iled at herT kow pofld she s,ileB ExerAthing was rfinedT uheA were being hfntedT 
Elania stood f. and nfDDled her beYore lipSing her YapeT

”EhpS“ yof haxe bad breath“ Mto.“— yolani .fshed her awaA gentlAT
Elania let oft a .frrT 8ell Aeahv oY pofrse her breath was a little o9T Mhe ?fst ate so,e 

rotten .eo.leT yolani slid throfgh the o.ened grate and landed with an ipSA sofnding 
s.lash beYore .flling her stf9 down aYter herT

uhere was a ,o,ent oY silenpe as she stared at the darS holeT
E,erald EAes s.arSed in the darSv frging her to hfrrAT ”Elaniav po,e“—
uhis was the worstT …t wofld haxe been better to mght the entire pitA“ Mtillv she pofldnHt 

tfrn arofnd nowT Elania laid down on her bellA and did a pat ,anefxer to s feeDe into 
the new tfnnelv landing with a s.lashT ker .aws were soaSed with nastA li fidT Faising 
one to sni9 it ,ade her Yeel liSe she needed to s.ew her earlier ,ealT

Mhe let oft a low AowlT
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”Mto. thatT 8e need to hfrrA“— yolani was alreadA ,oxing down the tfnnel at an 
interseptionT

joxing to Yollowv she had to See. her ,oxe,ents pontrolled to .rexent ecpess s.lashz
ingT …Y the nastA goo. got ,atted in her Yfr-

…t wofld all be oxerT
uhe sofnd oY ec.losions slowlA grew Yainter as theA traxeled throfgh the sewer tfnnelT 

…t was ,ostlA a straight shot  Elania was able to easilA .iptfre all the f.roar and phaos ?fst 
a Yew ,eters aboxe their heads as theA espa.edT

’nother interseption a..eared as the line pft into a large tfnnelT uhis one had a drA 
shelY oY stone to stand onv bft the da,age had alreadA been doneT yolani raised her artimpe 
lantern and lit the waA as theA pontinfedT

Elania Yollowed fietlAT uhe other girl didnHt ec.lain where theA were goingv or how 
theA wofld staA hiddenT 8ithoft a xoipev she pofldnHt asST uhe low hf, oY air qowz
ing throfgh the s.ape was liSe a blanSet on the ponxersation between the,T 8ell-the 
onezsided ponxersationT …t was sort oY hard to res.ond either waAT

uhe tfnnels slowlA grew wider and ,ore intripate as theA xentfred dee.er into the 
sAste,T …t was nearlA the siDe oY what she wofld haxe ponsidered a sfbwaA tfnnel when 
the mrst sofnd oY xoipes .ripSed her earsT Elania ?f,.ed in Yront oY yolani and growledT

”8eHre in the jerpenarA Nistript nowT … donHt thinS thatHs the Lfardv— yolani said as 
she reaphed down and stroSed ElaniaHs bapST

ker hair stood f. .leasantlAv her tail standing f. straight on its ownT uheA pontinfed 
and E,erald EAes tfrned oft to be rightT uhe xoipes werenHt Yro, the LfardsT Exidenpe 
oY inhabitation a..earedv strewn debris and Yfrnitfre oftside a growing nf,ber oY spra. 
,etal shapSsT [Darkvision] worSed wellv allowing her to see Yfrther down the tfnnel 
than the di, lighting wofld haxe nor,allA allowedv and she s.otted hf,an sha.ed 
mgfres ,oxing and lofnging aboftT

uhe slf,s oY the jerpenarA Nistript see,ed wonderYfl in po,.arisonv and theA had 
been terribleT

’s theA pontinfedv yolaniHs gri. on her wand tightened xisiblAv and her eAes darted 
nerxofslA between the shadowed porners and ragged mgfres hfddled arofndT ’ Yew di, 
mres dotted the porridorv and the inhabitantsH attention was s farelA Yopfsed on the two 
newpo,ersT Cone oY the, o9ered a greetingT

Elania .rowled ploselA beside E,erald EAesv brfshing against her legs sexeral ti,esT 
ker eAes glowed with .redatorA intensitA as she watphed pareYfllA as theA .assed bA exerA 
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.otential threatT 8hen one .erson stood f. nearbAv she let oft a low warning growl that 
sent the ,an tf,bling onto his ass with a Ael.T

’n old prone papSled Yro, her seatT ”8atph Aofr ste.s with that onev girlie“— ker 
lafghter ephoed o9 the danS wallsT ”Cot exerA preatfre that slinSs in the darS is as dopile 
as it see,s“—

yolani .afsedv gixing the old wo,an a warA glanpe beYore pontinfing Yorward withoft 
a worldT Elania re.lied with another rf,ble oY her throatv bft Yollowed sfitT

uheA reaphed a large pha,berv and there were exen ,ore .eo.leT …t looSed to be a 
,arSet where the sewer dwellers ecphanged goods or barteredT uheA hfrried throfghv 
axoiding the eAes on their bapSsT

yolani mnallA .afsed at an interseption on the other side oY the pha,berv then .ipSed 
the rightzhand .athT …t was less .o.flated and there was less debris and ite,s xisibleT uhe 
water phannel qowed YreelAv and theA ho..ed apross it to the other side to reaph a s,all 
pha,ber that was set in the sideT

uhe entranpe was narrow and wofld o9er the, a phoSe .oint to deYend-at the 
ec.ense oY being tra..ed insideT …t ,ade Elania Yeel fneasAv bft at least theA were oft oY 
sight Yro, .rAing eAesT

”8eHll rest here Yor a bitv— yolani said fietlAv looSing arofnd beYore .ointing to a drA 
s.ot near the entranpeT ”… need to organiDe ofr thingsT—

Elania settled beside her and let the other girl detaph the .apSs Yro, her harnessT ker 
.aws were too nastA to ponsider lipSing pleanv and a dirtA Yeeling .erxaded her senses 
enofgh to elipit a whineT

”…H, sorrAv— yolani whis.eredT
;ingers ,oxed deYtlA in the di, lightv sorting throfgh the .apSs attaphed to ElaniaHs 

harness and the large .apS that yolani had parried on her bapST Mhe brofght oft bfndles 
wra..ed in oilplothv glass xials mlled with polorYfl li fidsv and xariofs other tools and 
sf..liesT 'ne bA onev she attaphed an assort,ent oY ite,s to ElaniaHs harnessOelaboratelA 
parxed talis,ans and broophesv eaph one gixing o9 a soYt inner lightT

”uheAHre artimpe wardsv— yolani ec.lained absent ,indedlAT ”uheAHll .rotept fs Yro, 
,agipal deteption and .roxide ,inor deqeption oY ,agipal energAT—

Rflling o9 her shirtv yolani gri,aped as she leaned oxer and looSed at her sideT ixid 
red blisters ,arred her sSinv and the spent oY bfrnt sSin mlled ElaniaHs senses with worrAT 
’ blfe xial pa,e oft oY a bfndle and the girl .ofred the li fid onto the in?frAT …t began 
to glowT
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8ithoft thinSingv Elania leaned in and lipSed the areav s.reading the li fid arofnd the 
wofndT

”Co lipSingv— yolani phided soYtAv gentlA .ressing ElaniaHs head awaA beYore spratphing 
her between the earsT

Rleasfrable shixers ran down ElaniaHs s.inev and she let oft a .leased .frrT
IA the ti,e yolani mnished organiDing their sf..lies and setting f. their wardsv she 

looSed ftterlA drainedT Lreen eAes were heaxA with echafstion and she leaned bapS against 
the gri,A sewer wallT

”8e shofld get so,e restv— she sfggested fietlAT ”8e donHt want to staA here too longv 
bft … donHt thinS theAHll mnd fs straight awaAT—

Elania watphed as yolani plosed her eAes with a wearA sighT joxing ploserv she pofld 
Yeel the girlHs bodA heat throfgh their plose pontapt and listened to the irregflar rhAth, oY 
her breathingT ’ twinge oY worrA .ripSed at her heartv bft she .fshed it asideT 0o,.lec 
thofghts were easA to ignore when the .resent was nowT

uheA were saYe here Yor now  E,erald EAes needed restT Letting po,YAv Elania set her 
phin down on yolaniHs thighv See.ing a single blfe eAe rixeted on the entranpe while her 
ears re,ained alert Yor anAthing or anAone that ,ight a..roaphT

’ll theA had was eaph other now  that wofld haxe to be enofghT
uhere wofld be ti,e to searph Yor their .reA when theA woSe f.T



CHAPTER 61 – BURDENED HEARTS AND A 
WASH

E lania’s ears cikdereb oakd as sYYn as mYlani’s kal,g reutlar oreah.inu .ihk.ebT w.e 
Yh.er uirl .ab slib hY .er sibe p.ile asleeAg reshinu .er .eab Yn Elania’s candT y 

klt,sf seh Y“ ?nuers sand inhY “tr as s.e ArYAAeb oakd tA hY sihhinuT
”ElaniazW mYlani p.isAerebT
Elania resAYnbeb pih. a lYtb Atrr anb ntLLleb .erT
”Se neeb hY kYnhinte seark.inu “Yr h.e qiu.horinuergW s.e saib sY“hlf a“her a ,Y,enh 

Y“ silenkeT PY“h shrYdes auainsh “tr ka,eg anb Elania Aresseb inhY h.e, eauerlfT
y “rYpn aAAeareb Yn mYlani’s “ake a“her a “ep ,inthesT ”yre fYt aole hY hrans“Yr, oakd 

inhY a .t,anzW
w.ah pas a uYYb BteshiYnT xrYoaolfz P.e .ab oe“YreT …th bib s.e panh hYz w.e sepers 

pere nashfg anb s.e pYtlb oe hYhallf nadeb eJkeAh “Yr .er oraT w.ah pasn’h akkeAhaoleT
P.e leh Yth a lYp urYplT
mYlani “rYpnebT ”Se neeb a paf hY ansper BteshiYnsGW
Elania rekalleb OYren’s ,eh.Yb anb hilheb .er .eab hY h.e le“hT w.en hY h.e riu.hT w.en 

reAeahebT
!reen efes lih tA pih. tnbershanbinuT ”R.v Ciu.h is fesg le“h is nYzW
E,eralb Efes pas s,arhT Elania hilheb .er .eab hY h.e riu.h anb uaDe .er a likdT
mYlani’s .anbs Ats.eb .er apafT ”PhYYAT mYtr hYnute is skrahk.fT Man fYt hrans“Yr, 

oakdzW
Elania hilheb .er .eab hY h.e riu.hT
”RdafT Man fYt bY ih nYpzW mYlani asdebT
wilh hY h.e le“hT
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y “rYpn aAAeareb in resAYnseT ”S.fzW
Elania ulankeb ah h.e seper paher in h.e k.annel nearofT w.ah pasn’h a fes Yr nY 

BteshiYng oth s.e leh Yth a p.ineg h.en sAlas.eb h.e nashf liBtib pih. h.e hiAs Y“ .er klapsT 
w.en s.e Aapeb ah a lYYse Aarh Y“ mYlani’s s.irhT

”-h’s nashfg anb fYt’b oe nadebzW mYlani asdebT
P.e dnep h.e Yh.er uirl pas s,arhT jeab hilh hY h.e riu.hT
”- orYtu.h fYt a sAare Aair Y“ klYh.esgW mYlani shahebT ”- pasn’h stre i“ pe’b neeb h.e,TW
w.ah pas pYrh. a lYh Y“ ntLLlesg anb s.e .ab E,eralb Efes uiuulinu oe“Yre s.e pas 

shYAAeb of .er AleabinuT w.is pas “tnT
y “rYpn aAAeareb Yn mYlani’s “akeg anb s.e .tuueb .er dneesT ”-’, sYrrfT - ,esseb tAT 

S.en - ahhakdeb jesherg - pas sY ,abG- bibn’h i,auine h.ah .e’b orinu in h.e !tarb anb 
.aDe Celain’s oakdinu “Yr a parranh lide h.ahGanb .e bib ih in a bafTW

wears sharheb hY “Yr, Yn .er “akeT ”-’, sYrrfTW
Elania hihleb .er .eab hY h.e le“hg h.en ntLLleb mYlani’s .anbT -h pas h.e oesh s.e kYtlb 

bY hY oe stAAYrhiDe pih.Yth anf pYrbsT
mYlani ,anaueb a pead s,ile as s.e shrYdeb Elania’s “tr Yn hYA Y“ .er .eabT ”-’, YdafgW 

s.e ,tr,treb sY“hlfg alh.Ytu. h.ef oYh. dnep ih pasn’h hrteT
4Yh fehT
Elania “elh .er resYlDe .arbenT PY,e.Ypg h.ef pYtlb ,ade h.inus Ydafv
P.e pasn’h stre .Ypg oth h.e Ynlf h.inu s.e kYtlb h.ind Y“ pas p.ah mYlani .ab 

,enhiYnebT !Y a“her h.e xalabin anb BteshiYn .i, anb ?nb Yth i“ h.ef kYtlb lYkahe h.e 
…lakd Manble ,ana s.arbsT

w.ah pYtlb sYlDe h.e s.Yrhaue in h.e s.Yrh9her, ah leashg anb “rY, p.ah s.e .ab seen 
ih pYtlb oe pYrh. a lYh Y“ kYinG anb s.e .ab oeen uaininu enYtu. leDels in [Bribery] hY 
“eel h.ah ih pasn’h an tnkY,,Yn Arakhike in 4e“hastT

”-h .elAs h.ah pe dnYp .is ,ansiYn is in h.e 'erkenarf NishrikhT Se 0tsh neeb hY 
BteshiYn AeYAle tnhil pe kan hrakd ih bYpnT w.ere pill ah leash oe rt,YrsT -h’s lidelf a nep 
kY,AYtnbg anb utarbebT w.ah’ll orinu nYhikegW mYlani h.eYriLebT

-h sYtnbeb uYYb hY Elaniag sY s.e hilheb .er .eab hY h.e riu.hT
…e“Yre h.ef kYtlb Alan “trh.erg h.e bishanh rinu Y“ ,ehal klindinu reak.eb .er earsT 

Elania uYh tAg bt,Ainu mYlani Y— Y“ .erT
”jefv Mare“tlgW E,eralb Efes ArYheshebT
Elania urYpleb anb AYdeb .er .eab arYtnb h.eir k.a,oer’s eJih hY share bYpn h.e 

htnnelT w.e sYtnb pas uehhinu klYserg “rY, h.e birekhiYn Y“ h.e s.anhf hYpn sehhle,enhT



EC-RPFUF3I3

”S.ah’s uYinu YnzW mYlani asdebT P.e Btikdlf oeuan hY Aakd h.eir h.inus anb ka,e hY 
shanb oesibe ElaniaT

y bishanh s.ried pas kth s.Yrh anb Elania’s ears cikdeb lide lihhle rabar bis.esT Ptbbenlf 
h.ere pas a bishanh oYY,g anb h.en h.e sYtnb Y“ skreek.inu ,ehalT 'Yre skrea,s anb 
s.Yths5h.e skenh Y“ olYYb raAiblf ArYAauaheb anb reak.eb Elania’s nYseg eDen h.rYtu. 
h.e nashf ,trd all arYtnb h.e,T

P.e leh Yth a urYplg niAAeb mYlani’s hrYtsers anb htuueb h.e, uenhlf oe“Yre ,YDinu YnT
”Se shafeb .ere hYY lYnuT w.ef ,tsh .aDe “Ytnb h.e hraAbYYrgW mYlani p.isAerebT
…e.inb h.e,g Elania lisheneb hY h.e seper bpellers bieg oth of h.e hi,e h.e sYtnbs “abeb 

inhY h.e oakdurYtnb .t, h.ef pere “arg “ar apafT
w.ef Aasseb of a .al“ bYLen ,Yre inhersekhiYns oe“Yre mYlani Atlleb h.e, hY a shYA anb 

AYinhebT ”w.ereg h.ah’s an akkess pafTW
Elania sharheb hY htrn ,YDe hYparb ihg oth a .anb Yn .er kYllar “Yreshalleb .erT P.e 

niAAeb ah mYlani’s .anbT
”jefv Mare“tlG mYt kan’h uY Yth lide h.ahg h.Ytu.T wrans“Yr, oakdzW mYlani asdebT
Elania leh Yth an annYfeb At— oe“Yre hilhinu .er .eab hY h.e le“hT
mYlani spallYpebT ”Rdafg ?neT - orYtu.h sY,eh.inu in h.ah kaseTW
P.e Atlleb Yth a lenuh. Y“ “aorikT -h .as lihhle s.aAes pYrdeb inhY ihg eak. .aDinu ihs Ypn 

btll uYlb s.eenT RAeninu ih tAg s.e braAeb ih YDer Elania’s oakdT
-h pasn’h kY,“fT Elania leh Yth an tn.aAAf urt,oleT
”Otsh paihT -h’s a ka,YtcaueT -h’ll .elA fYt shaf tnnYhikebgW mYlani saibT
-nDisioilihf klYadz w.ah pas stAer neahv P.e’b reab sY ,anf shYries pih. inDisioilihf 

klYadsg anb nYp s.e pas uehhinu Ynev ‘Yr a ,Y,enh s.e al,Ysh bekibeb hY htrn oakdg oth 
h.e h.Ytu.h bieb p.en s.e realiLeb h.ah .er AreDiYts reasYns shill .elbT 6nless s.e pas 
“Yrkeb hY of a Derf uYYb reasYng s.e pasn’h uYinu oakd hY nYr,al pih.Yth a pas. reabfT

xltsG mYlani hYtk.eb .erT y lYhT -h “elh uYYbg katseb Aleasanh hinulesg anb .eab skrahk.es 
pere pYnber“tlT

'afoe h.ah pasn’h h.e oesh reasYng oth ih pas Derf releDanh p.en s.e pas bYinu sY p.ile 
ahhak.inu h.e ,auik inDisioilihf klYad hY h.e .arnessv

”w.ereT Rdafg ih’s pYrdinugW mYlani saibT
Elania ulankeb oakd ah .ersel“ anb “elh bisaAAYinh,enhT w.ere pas nY inDisioilihfT P.e 

p.inebT
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mYlani raiseb an efeorYpT ”S.ahz -h bYesn’h ,ade fYt inDisioleg ih 0tsh .elAs ,ade 
AeYAle nYh Aaf ahhenhiYn hY fYtT mYt’ll shill neeb hY tse fYtr shealh. anb bY fYtr oesh hY 
nYh orinu ahhenhiYn hY fYtrsel“TW

6u.v -h pas Yne Y“ h.Yse hfAes Y“ ;inDisioilihf’ klYadsv P.e s.Ytlb .aDe dnYpn ih pas hYY 
uYYb hY oe hrteGAlts ih bibn’h kYDer .er kY,AlehelfT jer .eab anb hail pYtlb shikd YthT

w.e sheAs leabinu tA pere sealeb of a .eaDf ,ehal bYYrT -h reBtireb mYlani hY urtnh anb 
pYrd ah htrninu a rYtnb leDer hY tnseal h.e ,ehal oYlhs .Ylbinu ih s.thT y lYtb rYar ?lleb 
h.e air as sYYn as ih urYaneb YAenT

w.ef e,erueb inhY an e,Ahf allef oesibe a larue beAressiYng a larue bard AYYl Y“ paher 
slYplf cYpinu Y— an ebue as a paher“allT w.ef pere riu.h ah h.e bishrikh’s ebueg p.ere h.e 
k.annel seAaraheb h.e,T Elania sni—eb anb lYAeb hYparb h.e ebue hY Aeer YDer h.e sibeT 
w.ef pere “airlf .iu. tAg oth s.e sAYhheb a series Y“ ra,As h.ah leab bYpn hY h.e paher’s 
ebueT

qYYdinu oakd ah mYlanig s.e leh Yth a p.ineT
”S.ahzW mYlani asdeb pih. a “rYpnT
xapinu h.e airg s.e p.ineb sY,e ,Yreg h.en AYinheb hYparb h.e ra,AT
-h hYYd a “ep ,Y,enhs oe“Yre mYlani ?utreb ih YthT ”mYt panh hY uY hY h.e paherzW
jeab hilh hY h.e riu.hg anb .er hail s.Yh tAT
mYlani lYYdeb arYtnbT -h pas lahe in h.e eDeninug anb h.ere peren’h ,anf AeYAle 

arYtnbT ”ylriu.hT - utess pas.inu Y— isn’h a oab ibeaT xltsG fYt kan k.anue oakdTW
Elania urt—eb nYnkY,,ihhallfT
w.ef .trrieb bYpn h.e ra,Ag h.eir sheAs olenbinu in easilf pih. h.e paher“all’s nYise 

as ih kaskabeb bYpn inhY h.e s.abYpf beAh.s oelYpT Elania allYpeb mYlani hY leab h.e paf 
sY s.e kYtlb deeA a kare“tl pahk. arYtnbT w.e pald pas lYnu anb nYh enhirelf sa“eT 

PeDeral hi,esg mYlani’s .anb reak.eb Yth anb sand inhY .er “tr as h.ef naDiuaheb krt,9
olinu sheAs h.ah .abn’h oeen ,ainhaineb in a lYnu hi,eT

S.en h.ef ?nallf reak.eb h.e oYhhY,g h.ere pas a s,all line Y“ hras. h.ah .ab pas.eb 
as.Yre p.ere h.e ra,A biAAeb uenhlf inhY h.e paherT NesAihe oeinu near h.e paher“all’s 
ebueg h.e paher ,YDeb kal,lf in h.e aoahe,enh AYYlg pih. shYnepYrd shrehk.inu akrYss 
h.e paher hY “Yr, as a sYrh Y“ “enke hY AreDenh h.inus “rY, pas.inu YDer h.e ebueT

xrebikhaolfg ih .ab htrneb inhY a pall Y“ hras. anb beorisT w.e paher pas shill ,Yshlf 
kleang h.Ytu.T w.ah pas h.e i,AYrhanh AarhT
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Elania oYtnbeb h.e resh Y“ h.e bishanke in a .trrf anb biAAeb in a AapT w.e paher pas 
strArisinulf kYYl hY h.e hYtk.T qYYdinu arYtnbg s.e bibn’h sAYh anfYne nearofT w.is pas 
a kihfT Sasn’h h.ah a oih shranuez

mYlani bibn’h see, hY h.ind ih pasg sY Elania hYYd .er kte “rY, .erT Phillg s.e ,YnihYreb 
h.eir strrYtnbinus kare“tllf pih. all .er sensesT

E,eralb Efes shareb ah .er “Yr a ,Y,enh oe“Yre ueshtrinu Yth hY h.e paherT ”!Y Yn 
h.enTW

Elania neebeb nY ,Yre enkYtraue,enh anb sheAAeb inhY h.e paher kare“tllfT -h pas 
kYYlg al,Ysh kYlbg oth .er h.ikd “tr .elAeb instlahe .er eDen h.Ytu. ih pas pehT Nard9
palders peren’h eDYlDeb “Yr spi,,inug oth h.ah bibn’h ,ade ih i,AYssioleg Yr eDen .arb 
eDenT

P.e sAreab .er hYes anb Aaps anb Aabbleb pih. e—Yrh oe“Yre biAAinu tnber h.e paherT 
w.ah “elh shranue anb oabT P.e .elb .er oreah.g p.ik. pasn’h nahtralg oth a ktrrenh Y“ 
[Power] re,YDeb .er neeb hY akhtallf oreah.eT w.e paher otrneb ah .er efesg h.Ytu.g 
anb s.e AiDYheb arYtnb anb rehtrneb hY h.e ra,AT

mYlani .ab alreabf ?nis.eb shriAAinu .er klYh.es anb h.en biAAeb a hYe inhY h.e paherT 
NriAAinu lide a sYadeb raug Elania oeuan hY s.adeg senbinu paher sArafinu all YDer5esAe9
kiallf YnhY mYlaniT

”y..v mYt bib h.ah Yn AtrAYsevW mYlani sBtealeb oe“Yre kYDerinu .er ,Yth.T
Elania ulankeb arYtnbT w.ah pas riu.hg h.ef ArYoaolf s.Ytlb re,ain BtiehT P.e sheAAeb 

tA hY a brf area anb sni—eb .er Aapg h.en likdeb ihT 4Y seperT yh leashg nYh ,tk.T P.e 
shareb anb pahk.eb as mYlani penh inhY h.e paher hY .er .iAs pih. a rau anb sY,e oar Y“ 
p.ah Elania asst,eb pas sYaAT

S.ile h.e Yh.er uirl skrtooebg Elania uaDe .ersel“ .er Ypn oah. p.ile deeAinu pahk.T
mYlani pas Btikdg eKkienhg eDenT …th Elania kYtlb see h.e shrain in .er ,YDe,enhs as s.e 

henbeb hY .er olishereb sibeT jer .anbs pere hre,olinu sliu.hlf p.en s.e ?nis.eb pas.inu 
tAT

ys mYlani sheAAeb Yth Y“ h.e paherg Elania orts.eb tA auainsh .er leu kY,“YrhinulfT 
E,eralb Efes resAYnbeb pih. a uenhle shrYde alYnu .er ,aneT ”w.andsg ElaniagW s.e 
,tr,treb sY“hlfg a s,all oth uentine s,ile urakinu .er liAsT

Sih. h.e pYrsh Y“ h.e ?lh. pas.eb Y— h.e,g h.ef ,YDeb hY h.e nearof pall anb inhY 
a s.abYpf area p.ile mYlani Atlleb .er klYh.es oakd YnT w.e olakd9.aireb uirl uraooeb 
Elania’s ahhenhiYn Ynke s.e pas bYne anb .elb .er efesT ”- h.ind ih pYtlb oe oesh i“ fYt 
htrneb oakd nYpT - .aDe klYh.es “Yr fYtTW
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Elania kYnsibereb a ,Y,enh oe“Yre aureeinuT mYlani pas ArYoaolf riu.hg anb h.ere pas 
nY paf hY hell .Yp pell s.e’b oe aole hY shaf tnnYhikeb anb oeinu “Yrkeb hY hrans“Yr, oakd 
ah a hi,e nYh Y“ .er k.YYsinu pYtlb leaDe .er nadeb sY,ep.ere ArYoaolf tnAleasanhT

4Yh.inu .aAAeneb “Yr a ,Y,enhT y h.in h.reab Y“ “ear ran h.rYtu. .er as s.e bibn’h 
hrans“Yr, oakdT -h .ab oeen easf hY htrn inhY a [Darkwalker] p.en s.e’b neebeb hYg oth 
k.anuinu oakd pasn’h as easfT

w.ah pas prYnuT
jer h.Ytu.hs pere “tLLf anb ,tbbleb pih. [Darkwalker] h.Ytu.hs ,inuleb pih. .er 

Ypng oth s.e pasn’h a [Darkwalker]T
P.e pas .t,anT
-h pas lide an atbiole AYA in .er .eabg a s,all 0Ylh Y“ [Power] ?lleb .er anb a s,Ydef 

klYtb Y“ uas eDaAYraheb Y— Y“ .er as s.e hrans“Yr,ebT
Ceuaininu .er .t,an oYbf “elh lide sheAAinu Yth Y“ a sekYnb sdinT w.e pYrlb see,eb 

bi—erenhg less DiDiblf kYlYrebg oth s.arAer in behail  .er sensihiDe .earinu pas kY,Alehelf 
brYpneb Yth of h.e lYtbness Y“ h.e paher“allg anb .er h.Ytu.hs raAiblf oeka,e klearerg 
,Yre kY,AleJT

mYlani pas sharinu ah .erg .Ylbinu a otnble Y“ klYh.esT
”jellYgW Elania ,t,olebT
”jellYg fYtrsel“gW mYlani reAlieb pih. a s,ileT P.e lYYdeb Elania YDer “rY, .eab hY hYeT 

”mYt’re .t,an auainTW
Elania’s k.eeds .eaheb inshanhlfg oth ih pas “ar hYY lahe hY hrf hY .ibe .er ,YbeshfT 

-nsheabg .er h.Ytu.hs bri“heb hY .YAinu h.ah mYlani lideb p.ah s.e sapT S.ik. reallf pas 
h.e prYnu h.Ytu.h hY oe .aDinu kYnsiberinu h.eir ktrrenh sihtahiYnv

…f h.e hi,e h.e otnble pas .anbeb YDerg Elania’s “ake .ab nearlf htrneb a lYosher rebT 
w.and“tllfg h.e bi, liu.h .elAeb kYnkeal h.ah sY,ep.ahT P.e bibn’h h.ind mYlani .ab 
[Darkvision] sY h.ah pas ArYoaolf a uYYb h.inu “Yr .ibinu .er e,oarrass,enhT wtrninu 
arYtnbg Elania Btikdlf YAeneb .er Ypn Aakd h.ah pas shill ahhak.eb hY h.e .arness anb 
Atlleb Yn .er elashik tnberpear ?rshT

Rnke “tllf bressebg s.e leh .ersel“ oreah.eT qeah.er oelh pih. bauuers penh arYtnb .er 
.iAsg ,i,ikdinu mYlani’s kY,oah panbsT w.ef oYh. bibn’h .aDe anf Y“ h.eir ar,Yrg anb 
h.e !tarb .ab ArYoaolf ransakdeb h.e s.YA anb h.ere pas nY hellinu i“ s.e’b ueh h.e sht— 
s.e’b le“h h.ere oakdT

4Y tse h.indinu aoYth h.ahg h.Ytu.T
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mYlani aAArYak.eb “rY, oe.inb anb uraooeb .er ar,g katsinu .er .earh hY sdiA a oeahT 
Elania Btikdlf s,Yh.ereb h.e reAeaheb h.Ytu.h Y“ ;inkibenhal kYnhakh’ rtnninu Yn reAeah 
in .er orain p.ile h.e Yh.er uirl AYinheb tA h.e ra,AT

”Se s.Ytlb asd arYtnb h.e Yther nYn9.to haDerns oe“Yre h.e niu.h’s YDerT - oeh pe kan 
?nb h.e in“Yr,ahiYn pe neeb h.ereG esAekiallf pih. sY,e kYingW mYlani saibT

”mYt uYh sY,e kYinzW Elania asdebT
mYlani “rYpnebT ”4Yh all Y“ ihg oth sY,e larue uYlbs anb a otnk. Y“ larue silDersT - bibn’h 

.aDe hi,e hY tnAakd h.e sa“eTW
Elania nYbbeb tnbershanbinulfg hadinu nYhe Y“ mYlani’s eKkienh Alanninu Ynke auainT 

NesAihe eDerfh.inu h.ef’b oeen h.rYtu.g h.e Yh.er uirl ,anaueb hY h.ind a.eabT
mYlani braAeb h.e ;inDisioilihf klYad’ arYtnb Elania’s s.Ytlbers stbbenlfT ” eeA h.is 

Yng hYYT w.ah paf AeYAle pill oe less inklineb hY nYhike p.ah fYt are Yr [Identify] fYtTW
Elania Atlleb h.e “aorik arYtnb .er s.Ytlbers anb hieb h.e shrinu hY .er hYA’s kYllaroYne 

lYYAsT ”w.and fYtTW
mYlani reAlieb pih. a nYb anb s,ileT
w.ef oeuan h.eir askenh in silenkeg eak. lYsh in h.eir Ypn h.Ytu.hsT Elania kYtlbn’h 

s.ade Y— h.e pYrrf h.ah al,Ysh i,,ebiahelf sehhleb in .er shY,ak. a“her hrans“Yr,inu 
oakd inhY a .t,anT w.ere pere sY,e seriYts tAsibes hY .er [Darkwalker] hrans“Yr,a9
hiYng anb Yne Y“ h.e, pas nYh pYrrfinu aoYth h.inusT

Elania ulankeb ah mYlani as h.ef reak.eb h.e hYA Y“ h.e ra,AT S.ah pYrrieb .er ,Ysh 
pasn’h eJakhlf h.e tn“a,iliar shreehs anb banuer Y“ h.e 'erkenarf NishrikhT

S.ah pYrrieb .er ,Ysh pas mYlaniT
Nard kirkles .ab “Yr,eb tnber h.e Yh.er uirl’s efes anb .er “ake see,eb hY .aDe a sikdlf 

Aale hinueT P.e pas shrYnuT Elania .ab nY bYtoh aoYth ihg oth s.e pas alsY Disiolf pYrn 
YthT

…th s.e bibn’h h.ind h.ef pere uYinu hY .aDe hi,e hY reshT w.e “ep .Ytrs Y“ naAAinu 
in h.e Peper pas all h.ef pere uYinu hY uehT jer be,Yn nahtre see,eb hY allYp .er hY 
“tnkhiYn pih. ,tk. less sleeA h.an nYr,alg oth h.e sa,e pasn’h hrte “Yr .er kY,AaniYnT

Elania s.YYd Y— h.e ,elank.Ylf h.Ytu.hsT 4Yp pasn’h h.e hi,e “Yr pYrrf  h.ef neebeb 
hY “Ykts Yn ?nbinu h.e …lakd Manble’s ,ana s.arb hrYDe anb uehhinu Yth Y“ h.is ,essT



CHAPTER 62 – GUEST RIGHTS DON’T 
APPLY

T he third tavern they tried was a dingy, poorly lit establishment by the name of 
The Mucky Puddle. The name Ot. zutside, a leaky city works pipe driEEled over a 

nearby hole that had long Olled with Olth. Ylania watched from across the street as xolani 
went about inside and out, mingling with the patrons.

They were an eclectic miI of mercenaries, laborers, and downtrodden folk resigned to 
Onding the cheapest establishment in the district, and the Mucky Puddle Ot the bill. Dt 
was the perfect place to dig for information in the Mercenary Histrict without drawing 
too much attention, according to xolani.

’ow she knew so much about the underside, Ylania wasnAt sure.
S trio of burly men passed by, and she pulled xolaniAs enchanted cloth around her 

tighter. -o far it had worked wonders, and even when walking sideFbyFside with the other 
girl on the streets, Ylania had been forced to avoid being walked into.

xolani, on the other hand, had appeared alone and free game, but her hand on her 
combat wand had been enough to forestall any unfriendly encounters. Snd when she was 
actually in the tavern, her charm, wit, and coins kept the other patrons friendly, boisterF
ous, and hopefully giving up the whereabouts of a certain PaladinAs base of operations.

;rom where she stood, Ylania could watch each interaction unfold like a carefully 
orchestrated dance. xolani would approach, eIchange a few pleasantries before a glint of 
silver eIchanged hands or an order of drinks was placed. Then sheAd listen intently as they 
spoke.

-ome conversations were brief and abortedR others were lengthy and Olled Ylania with 
the hope of promise. The other taverns had slowly pointed them in a direction, and theyAd 
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followed the trail. -upposedly, there had been a number of guards hired in the area, all 
Otting the timing of when the Paladin had been said to return from his Orst eIpedition.

Bhen heAd found her. Dn the Clack —andleAs dungeon.
Ylania scanned the streets, looking for any sign of pursuit. Bhoever had followed them 

into the sewers hadnAt shown themselves. zr hadnAt even been after them. -ince they 
hadnAt seen the bloodshedGand she was sure that there had been a slaughterGthere was 
no way to be sure. Sn instinctual worry that they were being hunted was impossible to 
ignore, but it was vague and also impossible to pin down eIactly what it was.

zther than they were probably wanted dead or alive, emphasis on dead, by the —ity 
?uard. Bho used telepathy to communicate like modern police radios…

xeah, that was probably what was gnawing at her, actually.
Ylania glanced back at xolani, who was talking to an older man. The girl was full of 

tenacity and patience. Hespite her haggard state, sheAd went straight to work and didnAt 
show the tiredness that Ylania knew was hiding under the surface. That spark of resilience 
that refused to be eItinguished despite the odds against them drew her in and made herN

;uck. -he was fangirling again. Bhat was wrong with her… —hances were, the girl was 
straight. —rushing on her was going to be a miserable eIperience. Hid Yladu even have 
the concept of seIual orientations other than straight… -heAd not seen any signs of it on 
the streets of !eftasu, which hinted at scary, very scary things for the acceptance of her 
preferences.

xolani stood up, thanked the man, then turned to beeFline toward her, broadcasting an 
irresistible smile as soon as their eyes met.

YlaniaAs heart skipped a beat, and she slapped her own cheeks twice.
!ow was not the time. -tupid hormones, stupid Ylania brain“
xolani came to a stop beside her and leaned in.
”BeAve got it,L she said in such a hushed voice it barely reached YlaniaAs ears over the 

clamor of the tavernAs raucous laughter and clattering mugs. ”Be have a location to check. 
DtAs not far from here.L

The relief that washed over Ylania was tangible, like a heavy burden being lifted o' her 
shoulders. ”1etAs go check it out…L

xolani nodded. ”;ollow me.L
Ylania fell in beside her, one last gaEe sweeping the tavern and area behind them to make 

sure they werenAt being followed. -he didnAt notice anyone paying attention to them.
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Dt was only half a doEen blocks to their destination, which placed them almost to the 
edge of the cavern, where the dark walls loomed ominously overhead.

They found an alley across the street from it, and Ylania studied the area intently. S 
stately mansion was surrounded by a metal fence that was topped with spear tips to deter 
climbing over it. Sn ornate gate in the same style was positioned right in front of the 
buildingAs two large double entry doors.

-he didnAt see any posted guards patrolling as had been promised. The yard was 
deserted.

”The doorAs a‘ar,L xolani whispered.
Ylania frowned and looked closer. The other girl was right. The front door was slightly 

a‘ar. —ombined with the absence of guards, that was concerning.
”’ow can we be sure itAs the right place…L Ylania asked.
xolani grunted and then pulled her pack o' and set it on the ground. ”D brought 

something for that.L
”Bhat…L Ylania asked.
”S detector. Df there is a cache of mana shards in there, itAll tell us,L xolani eIplained.
YlaniaAs brow furrowed. ”Cut the mana shard chest belonged to the Clack —andle. ’eAs 

their enemy“L
xolani shook her head. ”D know you said he was on the losing side of things when you 

escaped, butN he made it back, see… They wouldnAt have let him live if he lost.L
”Maybe he ran away,L Ylania o'ered weakly.
”DAm not sure that type run away, but you could be right,L xolani admitted. The 

detector was a wooden sphere on a round base, with tiny little specks of colored crystal 
embedded into the wood. There was a dial in the side of the base and xolani turned it to 
the right.

Slmost immediately, the sphere began to spin before snapping into positionR a blue 
arrow pointing directly at Ylania.

xolani looked up at her with a frown.
YlaniaAs eyes widened a bit. Bas it detecting her mana shard… ”-orry, maybe it isGL
”xou must be really dense with [Power]. —an you go to the back of the alley so D can 

calibrate it…L xolani asked.
Ylania nodded mutely and retreated, xolani raising a Ost in the air once she was far 

enough away. Bhen the blackFhaired girl waved for her to come back, the device had a 
glowing orange séuare on the base while the sphere pointed towards the mansion.
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”BhatAs it mean…L Ylania asked.
”DtAsNitAs detecting mana shards,L xolani replied. ”S lot of them, hidden behind a 

detection blocker. ThatAs why it is orange. Cut we are so close, and there are so many, that 
their signal is leaking anyway.L

S chill ran down YlaniaAs spine. -he looked back at the mansion again, her gaEe lingerF
ing on the slightly a‘ar front door. -till no visible guards, or any signs of life whatsoever. 
Yven the usually inhabited streets of the district were vacant.

Yverything about it screamed JtrapA, yet their target lay within reach ‘ust beyond the 
doors.

”Be have to be careful,L Ylania murmured under her breath. ”This is what we wanted, 
but we arenAt out of the woods yet.L

xolani shot her a confused look. ”zut of the woods…L
”DtAs an eIpression. Be arenAt out of trouble yet,L Ylania eIplained.
xolani nodded. ”Bhy donAt you do a walk around, see if you can spot anything from 

another angle…L
”zkay, on it.L Ylania tugged her hidey cloak and aimed for the street corner. Slmost 

immediately, she saw a person walking down the street and her hand instinctively reached 
for the dagger at her belt. Cut they were going away and didnAt even notice her. -he spun 
her attention back to the mansion.

The area between the building and the fence was a wellFcurated garden of green shrubs 
that was growing under the artiOcial light of artiOce lanterns. -haped stone rocks stood 
like little soldiers in some places, while a small, paved walkway weaved through the d3cor. 
S few stone benches served as seating, and opposite the main entrance was a small white 
gaEebo.

Dt was pretty nice, but there was still no sign of the promised guards as she worked her 
way back around to xolani.

The other girl looked at her eIpectantly. ”Bell…L
Ylania shook her head. ”!othing much. +ust more of the same. ?host town.L
”D donAt think we have much choice. Be go in,L xolani replied.
Ylania nodded. ”Sgreed.L
xolani pulled out some items from her pack. The Orst thing she pro'ered was a small 

red vial. ”’ealing potion.L
”Bhat… !o, D donAt need it. xou keep it,L Ylania said.
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xolani didnAt relent. ”D know you heal. D have more. +ust hold on to this one. Df D get 
hurt or something, you can pour it on me.L

Taking it hesitantly, Ylania stu'ed it in her belt. ”ThatAs a red Uag. HonAt raise red Uags.L
—onfusion Olled the other girlAs face. ”Bhat…L
”!othing. Bhat else do you got for us in there…L Ylania asked.
xolani sighed. ”!ot much. xou have your artiOce wards already. Ho you want a combat 

wand…L
Bell, she had gained the SrtiOce skill, butN ”Hoes it work with 9ank Y SrtiOce skill…L
”Bhen did you learn anything about SrtiOce… D meanN D didnAt have time to teach you 

anything“L The surprise in the other girlAs voice was very pointy.
”Bhen D ate Master 9anolf,L Ylania said matterFofFfactly.
xolani froEe. ”xou get skills from eating people…L
”Snd things. Harkwalkers give [Stealth], and 9alfot give [Crisis Management]. 

ThatAs how D got most of my -6 9ank skills,L Ylania eIplained.
xolaniAs mouth opened wider before she responded. ”xou have anN you have multiple 

-6 9ank skills and you were summoned a few weeks ago……L
”xes…L Ylania scratched her cheek. Maybe her situation was more special than she had 

thought.
The other girlAs shock seemed to snap as she looked over at the mansion. ”!owAs not 

the time, letAs get back on track.L
!odding, Ylania led the way. Bhen they reached the iron outer gate, it was still sealed. 

S brief burst of [Power] let her shear the bolt o' with a snap.
xolani hissed, ”D had a wand for that.L
”BasnAt that loud… !o one around,L Ylania replied as she led them straight up the front 

path to the main doors. There had been a few side entrances, but what the heck, she ‘ust 
wanted to get this over with. Df it was a trap, it was a trap. The mana shards were inside, 
they ‘ust needed to punch their way to them before running o' with them at worst.

-he slipped inside, prepared for a Oght, but the inside was ‘ust as silent as outside. S 
grand foyer greeted them, multiple large hallways stretching out in three directions, with 
multiple doors lining each one. Himmed chandeliers hung from the high ceiling, their 
small crystals giving o' only a bare hint of light. Two massive curving stairways led to the 
secondFUoor landing.

?lancing around, Ylania spotted no sign of lifeGno guards, servants, pets, or anyone, 
really.
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Ylania glanced at xolani. ”Bhere are they…L
xolani nodded with a frown, ”HonAt know. There should be people.L
”xeah, D donAt like it, but D meant the mana shards,L Ylania clariOed.
xolani raised her hand and pointed upwards. ”-omewhere on the second Uoor.L
The staircase was solidR it didnAt creak or groan like Ylania had worried. Two branching 

hallways went in opposite directions from the landing, but the center aIis held two ornate 
double doors. ”Bell, D guess we have a good idea of where to go Orst.L

xolani gently grabbed her wrist. ”Bait.L
Ylania looked at her and raised an eyebrow, but the other girl had already pulled out 

her detector thing. Dt pointed toward the room, sure enough. Then she brought out a 
new wand and waved it over the door handles. Dt Uared blue once before going dark.

”’uh. !ot boobyFtrapped,L xolani stated.
”DAll go in Orst. xou stay behind my back…L Ylania asked.
xolani nodded. ”D think that formation suits our particular talents best.L
Ylania grinned. Their formation. ’a. There were ‘ust the two of them. xolani was 

making it sound like they were an army or an adventure game party. Sctually, the latter 
probably Ot the bill a bit too accuracy. YIcept things were a lot less fun and more stressful.

The door handle turned easily, and the door opened inward with a click. -he didnAt 
hesitate to press forward, and xolani followed close behind.

The dimly lit room was massive, the tall walls lined with rows upon rows of books. S 
large ornate desk dominated the center, and YlaniaAs eyes were attracted to the boI sitting 
on top of it like it was a lodestone. -he recogniEed it. Dt was the boI the Cishop had o'ered 
her upon her summoning. -he pointed it out to xolani.

”ThatAs it,L Ylania said.
S large swivel chair around the desk turned to face them. The Paladin in his bulky silver 

armor comically oversiEed for the furniture. The chair actually creaked like it was ready 
to snap and he stood up before being dumped on his ass.

Ylania blinked. zh fuck. Dt was the paladin.
Bell, what else had they eIpected to Ond…
’e spoke Orst. ”D see my trap has Onally netted me results, but you took your sweet time 

dealing with the guards.L
’is gaEe swept over them appraisingly, and Ylania pulled o' her stealth cloak and 

shoved it in her side pack. !o need to risk getting it shredded now.
”DAm surprised they tracked you down,L he said, looking at Ylania.
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Ylania shook her head. ”!o one tracked me down.L -he pointed toward the chest. ”The 
city is in trouble and needs those. Bhy donAt you hand them over…L

’e chuckled. ”D need them,L he said before looking to xolani. ”To catch more wellFhidF
den cultists.L

xolani stepped forward. ”DAm not a cultist, DAm an artiOcer. The mana shard shortage is 
causing things to break down and we need them.L

The paladin reached behind his back and pulled o' his massive blue hued sword, 
causing Ylania to sti'en. Slthough she didnAt have a lot of data points, she remembered 
the man not really listening to anything when he was attacking.

Dt was going to be a Oght.
xolani seemed to realiEe the same thing and leaned in close enough that her breath 

tickled the ear. ”xou grab the shardsR DAll hold him o' and then weAll run.L
Dt was as good a plan as any she could think, so Ylania nodded in agreement.
”Be donAt want to Oght. Be need the mana shards to clear xolaniAs name, Onish her 

contract, and relieve the shortage,L Ylania o'ered éuickly as the Paladin stepped around 
the desk.

The paladin didnAt pause, but pro'ered a éuestion. ”Ds she accused of stealing the cityAs 
mana shards then…L

” h, no. ’er uncle tried to steal her home, and we killed him. Be need the shards to 
bribe the Magister that was backing him to drop the charges. Plus, Onish the light stone,L 
Ylania said as she stammered through an attempted eIplanation. xolani shot her a sharp 
glance.

Bhat… Dt was mostly accurate, right… Snd making up reasonable sounding lies on the 
spot was hard“

The blue sword came to a oneFhanded ready position in front of him. ”Murder and 
bribery. Yven if you arenAt cultists, it should be One to cleanse the city of a little darkness 
that has had its greed grow unbound.L

”The sword shoots magic,L Ylania directed to xolani.
’er combat wand Uared white as the paladin took another step forward, a bolt of white 

energy slashing through the space between them. ’e swatted it aside contemptuously.
xolani wasnAt deterred, pulled a second wand, and began to let loose, casting bolt after 

bolt toward him. -ome Uew around to attack at di'erent angles to strike at him behind, 
but blue mana Uared around him, causing them to dissolve into clouds of gas that rapidly 
dissipated harmlessly.
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Dt didnAt even slow him down. Ylania remained rooted, unsure whether she should 
leave the other girlAs side.

xolani didnAt look away from her target as she hissed in annoyance. ”The plan“L
Ylania took a deep breath and nodded. -he took a hundred points of [Power] from 

the mana shard in her pocket as a bu'er.
[Power: 488/396]
’e didnAt let her pass him by, lunging to the side, bringing her within sword swipe 

range. Ylania ducked the blow, but a rapid overhand strike came swiftly. That forced her 
to roll to the side to avoid being bisected, and she drew a [Vorpal Dagger] to strike back.

’e backpedaled the strike as several while bolts of energy struck him in the back, but 
xolaniAs magic was ine'ective, like chiseling at a mountain.

Ylania surged a pulse of [Power] through her legs and shot toward him low to the 
ground, aiming to slash a leg. ’is sword accurately swiped for her, and she parried the 
strike.

The dagger shattered into shards like it was made of brittle glass instead of the strange 
poisonous alloy. SntonAs sword smashed into her side.

S voice echoed inside her head. ”xouAve killed freely, but not irredeemably.L
S line of sharpness lit up on her side and she was catapulted into the ceiling, smashing 

into the rafters. -he had the presence of mind to grab on to one and her free hand Uashed 
to her side. Dt came back bloody, but by all rights the blow should have chopped her in 
half.

The memory of the sword bludgeoning her before came unbidden. Maybe the sword 
didnAt like her as much anymore…

The Paladin turned and swatted a large red bolt sent hurtling toward him by xolani. 
The energy split in two, but then arced back together and slammed into his faceplate. Dt 
knocked him back several feet, and Ylania spotted her chance. -he swung and braced her 
feet against the ceiling and then pushed o', sending herself toward the desk like an arrow.

-he landed with a crash, smashing into the desk but rolled to her feet éuickly. The 
Paladin turned toward her, but once she had the mana shards, she didnAt think heAd be 
able to hurt her at all if she started dumping their contents in his face.

-he reached for the boI.
znly for it to be snatched away.
Two glowing blue eyes glinted at her, a yellow mop of hair and raEorFsharp teeth shining 

a wicked grin.
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”Thanks for distracting Snton for me,L Tessa giggled maniacally.



CHAPTER 63 – RELAIN’S HOUND

E lania reacted instantly, pushing forward to chase after the mana shard chest. Tessa 
didn’t let her close, jumping back equally fast.

The razor-sharp looking teeth grinned madly. “Hahaha! My master needs this.”
A curved blue wave of energy ;ashed towards both of them as Anton turned and 

charged toward the stolen prize.
There was no dodging the waveI Elania punched it with a burst of energy, and the 

section slashing through her dissolved. Tessa leaped over the attack easily, latching onto 
the side of the bookshelf. xt tilted and began to fall straight on top of the charging paladin. 
xt didn’t slow him down any as he burst through the furniture and books.

Tessa was already gone, ;ashing toward the eYit. A wall of light materialized a few feet 
in front of her and the demon smashed into it heavily with a thud, her and the boY both 
falling to the ground. The demon wasn’t dazed, though, and rolled away with the chest.

Solani ;icked her second wandI a pole of metal dug its way down from the roof like a 
spear impaling the ground where Tessa had just vacated. More poles began to slice down, 
one after another, each one narrowly missing the evading demon. A manically laughter 
Flled the room.

Elania turned and darted to chase after Tessa as well, but Anton had the same idea 
and they nearly collided. He swung at her without hesitation and Elania jumped over the 
sword and then kicked him. Dhe bounced oO him. His shell was like a mountain.

Norgetting about the mana shard chest, the paladin rushed her with a rapid ;urry of 
swings and strikes that took all her attention to avoid. The sword was relentless, each 
swing carrying a force that felt like it could split the earth itself, much less her. The gusts 
of air that accompanied each swing blew at her hair and clothes like a hurricane.
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There was a shout of pain from Solani that burned her ears and forced her to glance 
over at the other Fght. The demon was agile, dodging Solani’s strikes, while tossing and 
throwing books, splinters of wood, and every sort of debris there was available in the 
room. Solani’s defensive wand snapped at each projectile, de;ecting each one with cool 
ePciency, but the rate was obviously wearing her down.

A shard of metal slashed Solani’s cheek, leaving a red line of blood, which only seemed 
to fuel Tessa’s delight furtherI the maniacal laughter Flled the room with a macabre 
horror.

Elania felt a surge of panic. Solani needed help!
xn the corner of her eye, blue ;ashed. The heavy paladin blade was streaking for her 

head, and Elania realized she’d made the mistake of getting distracted. 4o time to dodge.
Nine.
There wasn’t time anyway.
0hat had Solani said about [Power] being eYponential3
Nifty points was a normal attack, a hundred for a strong one. 0hen she’d been desper-

ate and created the incineration beam, it had been a hundred and Ffty.
Time seemed to slow, and she swung her Fst like a hammer for the ;at of the massive 

blue blade. How about three hundred3
Her [Mana Manipulation] had become fairly precise. Dhe didn’t even have to draw 

it from herself, the mana shard she had still had that much thanks to the previous battle 
on ArtiFce …ow.

Her Fst and forearm lit up like a yellow star as it impacted.
Bhysics seemed to breakI there was a resounding gong that pulsed through everything 

that was felt more in her spirit than as sound. xt felt like her entire being was warbling, but 
both she and the sword were anchored in place, like they had been freeze-framed while 
everything else erupted around them.

xnstead of damaging the sword, the blast materialized in a coned shape on the other side 
of the metal, spreading out with sharp lines that shot ahead of the shockwave, blasting 
into the mansion’s wall and punching wide holes all the way through like armor-piercing 
bullets.

0hen the wave hit, the masonry crumbled and stretched until the entire side of the 
building blew out in a massive plume of debris straight into the city streets.
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The vacuum of the blast sucked in all the air from the room, dragging books, debris, 
with it. The paladin was yanked to the side, his grip on the sword restraining him from 
being blasted away— until it slipped, and he went ;ying with the rest of the chaos.

Tessa ;ashed by, jumping from one piece of debris to the neYt, her cackles muted in the 
frozen moment. The mana shard chest was still in her arms as she disappeared.

[Connection Established. ProglinN Uew Rser.]
They unfroze, and Elania clamped down on the sword’s hilt, stabbing it into the ;oor 

as the vacuum sucked her feet oO the ground. Solani somersaulted past her, and Elania 
reached out and grabbed the other girl’s ankle with an ethereal hand made of golden light.

The wind died down, and they both crumpled onto the ;oor. There was nothing but 
devastation around them.

“Solani3” Elania croaked. 4o sound. Her eardrums must have shattered. 9rawling 
forward, Elania found that her left hand was missing at the wrist from the blow, slowly 
beginning the re-knitting process.

Lut Solani didn’t have [meNeneration]. Banic swelled inside Elania’s chest as she 
scrambled to the other girl, using her ruined limb anyway.

The other girl was unconscious. Elania pulled her onto her side, then her back, careful-
ly looking for injuries. 4othing looked broken or bent wrong, but red was leaking from 
her ears and there was a large wooden splinter stuck in her upper right arm.

Nuck. Nuck. Nuck!
Dhe could drop bombs with her Fsts, and regrow entire limbs and organs, but she 

didn’t have a single fucking skill for helping someone else!
Nirst aid. Dhe’d taken a Frst aid course a million years ago. 0hat was the Frst thing to 

do3
Elania’s eyes settled on a broken vial across the room, a memory slamming into her like 

a miracle.
Nucking. …ed. Nlags.
Her pack was missing, but she’d put it in her inner shirt pocket. Bulling out the small 

vial of red liquid, it seemed like it was too small to do anything, but, heyI it was magic, 
right3

Elania yanked the splinter out, then poured half the vial into the wound. xt immedi-
ately lit up blue, little motes of light evaporating oO of it. …ight. …ight. xt was working. 
Tilting Solani’s head to the side, she poured some drops into her ear, then repeated it for 
the other side. Then she poured the last bit into the girl’s mouth.
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Dhe was still repeating the other girl’s name when hearing slowly worked its way back 
from the incessant ringing. Solani coughed and opened her eyes, looking at her with a 
dazed eYpression.

“0e need to go. The uard will be coming here!” Elania said.
Solani didn’t respond with words, but tried to get to her feet, but a sharp look of pain 

appeared on her face and she fell back. Elania caught her.
“Dhit,” Elania cursed. Solani reached out and Elania’s eyes followed the gesture. xt 

was to Solani’s pack, which had somehow tangled on a fallen support beam and not 
blown away. Elania rushed over and brought it back, rummaging through the random 
assortment of things she didn’t understand while looking for more healing vials.

4one there.
xn the distance, the murmur of shouting men and women slowly drifted closer. They 

didn’t have time.
Dlipping the pack over Solani’s head, she lifted the girl up into her arms then turned 

and started to leave.
[Uot without Ye. Rser.]
Elania froze, her gaze turning to settle on the blue sword.
[Tes. kaSe Ye.]
9ursed talking sword that sent [yBsteY] style messaged to her3
[Olessed. Olessed talSinN sword. vne that safed Bour liIe twice. kaSe Ye.]
Elania frowned. Solani was already hard to carry, not because she was heavy but because 

the other girl was the same size she was!
xt was complicated, but she pinned the sword between a tightly hugged Solani pressed 

against her chest.
Then she ran.
The only place Elania could think of going was the sewer entrance near the channel. 

The stealth cloak was tattered, and she did not know how eOective it was, but she kept 
it wrapped around them while jumping from roof to roof. Her power levels were slowly 
dropping from the eYertion and the mana shard in her boot barely gave oO an anemic 
pulse.

That wasn’t good.
The area around the mansion glowed from a Fre that had erupted. Many people were 

running toward the blast area. Thankfully, no one seemed to notice them going in the 
opposite direction along the roofs, or so she hoped.
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…eaching the access way, the area was similarly deserted as when they had eYited from 
it, and she pulled on the heavy door.

xt was sealed.
[D can assist.]
Elania blinked. 0ell, what choice did she have3 xf she tried to force it, the [Power] cost 

was going to be high, the door would be obviously destroyed, and— how was the sword 
able to assist3

Dhe set down Solani gently, then wielded it with two hands. A glowing red area near 
where the lock bolt slid from the door into the wall was highlighted in her vision.

[ytriSe there.]
Dhe did the blade cleaved through the metal joint neatly, almost as if it adjusted the 

swing mid-air for her. There wasn’t even a visible scratch as she pulled the heavy door 
open.

…ecollecting Solani, she carried her two passengers into the tunnel. The Frst inter-
section reminded her of just how nasty the place was, and this time she didn’t have the 
disassociation of being a [zarSwalSer] to combat the literal Flth and smell.

“Nuck. x’m sorry this was the worst idea,” Elania mumbled. Maybe she should have 
broken into someone’s house. There were lots of run-down looking buildings in the 
district.

4ot wanting to go very far into the mess, Elania picked the Frst cubby hole she spotted 
that was dry. Solani was still mostly unresponsive, but when Elania shook, her dazed green 
eyes greeted her.

'id she have a concussion3 xf the healing potion didn’t heal her all the way, they were 
out of options. Dhe’d have to Fnd someone—or give Solani up to a hospital—did they even 
have hospitals in this city3 Nuck, she didn’t even know if they had places for injured!

There had to be something, maybe apothecaries3 Elania opened up Solani’s bag and 
started going through it. xt had lost a lot of things since she’d packed it, and again, there 
were no more healing potions.

Dhe took Solani’s hand and squeezed it. Dhe didn’t know what to do.
[D can assist.]
Elania blinked and rubbed an eye before glancing at the sword she’d set on the ground. 

olden etched runs were worked into the blade along its entire length.
[D aY E,ielA -rchLyeraph oI JiNhtA ’udNe oI the zifine. kouch Ye to the Nirljs 

head and D will pronounce YB udNeYent oI her worthiness.]
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Elania reached down and picked up the sword, scrutinizing it. 
“'oes that mean you can heal her3” she asked pointedly.
[DI D udNe her worthBA D can.]
Elania let out a slow, shaky breath.
“0ell, Eziel, Arch-Deraph of ight, udge of the 'ivine, x am Elania …eyes, Human 

irl from Earth, …ecently Turned Eladu 'emon. x’m going to touch you to her head. xf 
you don’t heal her, x’m going to submerge you in the sewer Flth before casting you oO the 
waterfall into the abyssal depths of wherever the fuck the city lake goes so you can rust 
down there for eternity or the neYt thousand years or whatever.”

There was a tense moment of silence.
[D will taSe it under consideration.]
Elania bit her lip. Dhe didn’t know if this was a good idea. How did the sword judge 

anyone3 0as it real3 Solani had killed her uncle not even a day ago. 'id that make her 
friend evil3 They’d both killed more people than Elania ever thought—no she’d never 
thought that she’d ever have to kill anyone. Lut she had, in order to survive.

How did the sword judge people3
…esignation Flled her chest. There weren’t any good options.
Lut if the sword made things worse, Elania knew she’d Fgure out how to make magic 

talking swords suOer and do her best possible to make it happen. Dhe was that vindictive.
'id that make her evil or bad, according to the sword3
[Uot worse than the prefious Rser.]
Elania shook her head. Dhe knew nothing of the Baladin.
Solani’s breathing came in stressed hitches. Elania placed the ;at end of the blade 

against the other girl’s forehead gently.
The sewer chamber Flled with golden white light.



CHAPTER 64 – REST AND UNREST

T he golden light was warm as it bathed the sewer hideout. It was also blinding, 
forcing Elania to shield her eyes with her arm. When she opened them again, Yolani 

was awake and staring at her, wide-eyed.
“Elania?” she sounded hoarse but alert.
Filled with relief, Elania sat down Eziel and wrapped her arms around the other girl in 

a tight hug. “Thank god,” she muttered into the other girl’s hair. “I didn’t know what to 
do.”

Yolani returned the hug weakly, patting Elania on the back. Elania slid in to sit beside 
her.

“Did we… did we get the mana shards?” she asked weakly.
Elania shook her head. “Tessa got away,” she said quietly.
“You know who that demon was?” Yolani asked.
“I met her in the Mercenary District the night I met you, but just for a few minutes,” 

Elania explained.
In her head, she replayed Tessa’s words, and then focused on their meeting. Elania’s 

eyes widened as she realized something. “I think I know who her master might be. One 
of the people called her “Relain’s Hound.”

Yolani’s breath hitched. “Relain.”
“Yeah, but I have no idea who it is,” Elania said weakly.
A grim look appeared on Yolani’s face. “I do. It’s the Magister who started all this…he 

holds the contract for the light stone and was working with my uncle.”
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“Wait…and he’s involved with the mana shards? It seemed like Tessa knew they were 
there. The paladin was laying a trap… for her? And we got caught in it?” Elania asked as 
quickly as the gears in her brain came to the thoughts.

Yolani hugged her knees. “We failed… I don’t know what we can do now. There is no 
way we can take on the Magister.”

Elania bit her lip at the other girl’s dejection. She didn’t enjoy seeing Yolani defeated. 
“I got something.”

Yolani looked over at her, and Elania held up Eziel. “It’s a talking sword.”
“Talking… sword?” Yolani blinked rapidly as she stared at the large blue blade.
“It called itself Arch-Seraph Divine Judgement thing. It healed you after the healing 

potion wasn’t enough. So… it’s pretty useful,” Elania explained.
[Eziel, Arch-Seraph of Light, Judge of the Divine.]
Yolani’s eyes went wide and slid to an empty spot in the air. “It can communicate 

through the system?”
[Typically, no. However, your souls are connected via contract and my method 

of communication utilizes the User’s [System] interface.]
“Any idea what it is?” Elania asked.
[I am present. I am a divine instrument.]
Ugh. The stupid sword was going to interject in every conversation, wasn’t it?
“It’s an artifact. The paladin must have been high ranking… he’s going to be mad and 

want it back,” Yolani said.
[Previous User’s choices and actions unfortunately led to moral degradation. 

Current User’s morality values more closely align with projected optimums.]
“Umm. Thanks?” Elania mumbled. That was a compliment, right?
Yolani looked away and mumbled. “Relain. We’re screwed. We can’t Gght the Magis-

ter.”
Elania frowned, unsure. She’d never seen Yolani express defeat before.
“I don’t think we can stay down here. We need to Gnd a safe place to stay and rest,” 

Elania o9ered.
Yolani shook her head and seemed to shrink into herself. “They’ll be searching for us 

everywhere. Maybe a small inn in the Mercenary District… but they’ll Gnd us, eventually. 
The city is enormous, but the 0uard has eyes everywhere, and the Magister will be urging 
them after us… 0etting the Mana Shards was our only option.”

“We can’t give up,” Elania stated.
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Yolani looked at her, and the exhaustion and pale complexion caught Elania by sur-
prise.

“I’m really tired,” Yolani admitted. Almost immediately after speaking, she collapsed 
to the side. Elania caught her.

“You were supposed to heal her;” Elania’s eyes slid to the sword accusingly.
[Your companion has reached the end of her endurance. A low amount of 

essence transfer due to User contract has exacerbated matters.]
“That was only for a portion and wasn’t supposed to a9ect her;”
[Physical healing requires natural essence and being. User’s personal dynamo 

eBciently converts the essence of other beings into usable stores. Humans do not 
have this capacity. keyond her physical exhaustion, her soul is drained from recent 
events and requires a period of repose.]

“Fuck,” Elania muttered. “We need to Ggure out how to move without me having to 
carry you.”

Her eyes slid to Yolani’s pack. There were some more regular tools in it. With a bit of 
ingenuity, she rigged up two leather straps as a way to secure Eziel onto the pack while 
wearing it. There was no way they were going to stay in the sewer any longer. Whatever 
had caused the earlier massacre in the shanty town proved just how bad an idea it was.

There was still a good amount of silver and even a few golds in Yolani’s purse, and 
Elania stashed it in her inner shirt pocket.

Eziel’s weight caused the pack to sag as she attached him, but it worked well enough 
for now. Next came getting Yolani up and moving again. 7neeling beside the other girl, 
she shook her shoulder and said her name.

Two blank green eyes looked up at her, dull and unfocused. With a bit of urging, she 
stood up on shaky legs. The presence concealing cloak went around Yolani’s shoulders, 
and then Elania slipped an arm around her back to help support her. That was the best 
she could do.

Finding a room was going to be a nightmare.
The trudge out of the Sewer and back onto the street took a long time. It was a relief 

to exit, thoughB the foul smell disappearing with the sealing of the heavy metal door.
Elania let out a sigh and started down one of the streets. There were inhabitants 

watching them from the sides, and she bit her lip. They were too conspicuous. [Stealth] 
wasn’t very e9ective considering the situation, but the way her skills had begun to work…
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She pictured her [Power] being pushed into the skill, making them hidden. Almost 
immediately, there was a drain, but she wasn’t sure it was doing anything. A sudden 
pop-up appeared.

[You have gained the s!ill Presence ConcealmentR]
Maybe it was doing something.
“Eziel, can you, like, help us locate a room or something?” Elania asked.
[I am a divine instrument, not a concierge.]
“Okay, sorry for asking. I should have known the inert piece of metal would be useless,” 

Elania hissed under her breath.
[I suggest using your [kribery] s!ill.]
What the fuck did she really know about [kribery]? She’d gotten the skill from eating 

assholes. Throw coins at someone and hope it worked?
“Can’t you, like, use your judgement thing to Gnd an innkeeper who isn’t morally 

bankrupt and won’t sell us out?” Elania asked.
She froze as the sensation of a invisible hand took hold of her soul and yanked, causing 

a çow of [Power] out of her. Was that what mana shards felt when she drained them? 
She reacted instinctively, clamping down on the drain and strangling the connection.

[A wide search will require a constant donation.]
Oh. It had been Eziel. “Fine. —ut not too much. I’m already low.”
[I will let you !now if someone who meets the criteria comes into range.]
They continued down the street, Yolani mindlessly following directions. The sensation 

of a slow bleed of [Power] gnawed at her, the fuel for [Presence Concealment] and 
Eziel’s requirements trickling her numbers down.

As they turned around the corner, panic Glled herB a trio of guards were walking straight 
down the street in their direction; Elania aborted her Grst instinct to turn and go in the 
opposite direction when they looked right at her and didn’t seem to notice anything.

Okay. The hide in plain sight things were working. She could deal with that. There was 
just a time limit on how long she could maintain it. They meandered down the street. 
Then another.

Thirty minutes of aimless wandering through the squalor of the near ruins. They 
neared the district’s hub, then went down a di9erent spoke. Eziel was silent, which 
was rapidly eroding her faith in humanity that had already been punctured badly since 
arriving in Eladu.

Just when she thought that she needed to change tack, Eziel interrupted.
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[Ahead and on the left. An inn!eeper would li!ely be favorable.]
Elania’s eyes slid onto that side of the street. At Grst, she didn’t spot the building. Most 

of the houses were dark and uninviting, but a lantern inside a window lit up one of the 
buildings with a sign outside with a bed etched on it. It looked run down and poorly 
maintained like everything else around, but it was better than nothing.

She headed to it directly. The door was unlocked and there was a single ding from a 
sharp bell as they slipped inside. The interior was in much better condition. The outside 
was a fa ade?

The room was long and narrow, with steps leading to the second çoor on the left, a 
door to another room on the right, and a large desk at the end of the space. There were a 
few chairs near the door beside a potted mushroom that glowed blue.

A burly-looking man sat behind the desk, but he stood up as his eyes took in the sight 
of them. A cudgel came out from under the desk, banded in iron.

“I don’t take trouble. See yourselves out,” the man said clearly.
Elania paused, then helped Yolani sit down. “We need a place to stay.”
“So do a lot of people,” he replied. “Your master looks like she’s on her last leg. I’d prefer 

her croaking somewhere else.”
“My friend needs rest and a bed,” Elania said. She Gshed out a single small gold coin, 

which was a hundred times what she had been told a room should cost. “We only need a 
night or two.”

He stared at her, then looked to Yolani, and then back at her and then the coin. She 
could see the cold calculation going on inside his head. She wanted to shake Eziel. This 
was what he had come up with?

0reed seemed to Gnally win. “One room, one bed, third çoor. No board, no bath. Two 
nights only.”

“Deal,” Elania responded immediately.
The man put away the cudgel and pulled out a ring of keys. She passed him the coinB 

he scrutinized it, then grunted. “This way.”
He led them up the çights of stairs and to a room on the top çoor. She was pleasantly 

surprised by the room. It was small, but clean and, most importantly private. “My name 
is Jark. If there is a problem, you come see me. If you need to store your things while you 
are away, bring them to me. The only lock is a bolt. I’m not responsible if anything is 
stolen from the room while you are gone.”
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Elania nodded, and he disappeared. She hurried to deposit Yolani onto the bed. The 
other girl moved like a marionette, increasing the amount of her worry. Was she going to 
be okay?

[The girl’s state is a classic case of soul exhaustion. Mest will allow her to 
recover.]

Elania pulled o9 the other girl’s boots and tended to removing the bulky belt still 
wrapped around her middle. Half the wands were missing, and it looked like whatever 
had been in her pouch had spilled out, but there was no helping that. It all went in the 
corner by the bed, along with Eziel and the big pack.

After tucking the sheet around Yolani, Elania grabbed the wooden chair in the corner 
and sat by the bed. Exhaustion ran through the back of her neck as well.

[Soul exhaustion recovery could be hastened by returning essence to her.]
Elania’s head perked up. “How?”
[It is the same as charging or draining a mana shard, except you do so to her 

directly. Do note that you should use a tiny, precise amount of power over a period 
of time, or you will simply immolate her, which would have a negative e ect on 
recovery.]

Elania frowned. She had been getting better and manipulating the energy, likely thanks 
to her S  rank [ ana anipulation] but messing this up would be very bad. She didn’t 
need Eziel to tell her that.

0etting up, she made sure the door was securely bolted, then tugged o9 her own boots 
and belt. Then slipped into the bed with Yolani. Sliding an arm around the other girl’s 
middle, she closed her eyes and put her forehead on her shoulder.

It was easy to feel her body warmth like that, which made pushing the trickle of 
[Power] into her easy. It eventually stopped requiring her concentration to regulate the 
çow.

Her mind drifted. She was so tired.
Sleep claimed her as well.
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Uinnoad nhe Enhes dosbzt thEYbpes’ lbiaoi diHe hes i fei, twobev ”yeuv Came fe den nhoadt 
tEsnep’ Nzbb heb. uEY mbeia iap tEsn eHesunhoad EYnvA

”Thia,t gEs nhe tY..Esn’A “Ebiao se.boep fonh hes Efa tip twobev
”!hin eSimnbu ise fe bEE,oad gEs…A lbiaoi it,epv
”Nzw bEE,oad gEs nhoadtv “EYzse dEoad nE dE Y.tniost iap tee og uEY mia rap Yt aef 

cEEnt’A “Ebiao Espesepv
lbiaoi aEppep fonhEYn .sEnetn’ iap nheu t.bon Y.v The msYamh Eg gEEntne.t rbbep nhe 

thE. it nheu cEnh fean icEYn nheos Efa nit,tv Nn popazn ni,e bEad gEs lbiaoi nE rap i gef 
.iost Eg cEEnt  nhe fispsEce hip ceea tbithep nE .oemet iap nhe nhoadt nhin hip tYsHoHep 
fese tnsefa icEYn oa nhe E.eav

'inmhoad nhe cEEnt Y. fit nhe mhibbeadoad .isnv Tsuoad Ea i .ios’ the fit Hesu .beitep 
nE rap nhin “Ebiaozt thEe to?e fit aeisbu opeanomib nE hestv

Thin begn hes fonh rapoad i aef t.En nE hope hes wiai thispv 'iuce “Ebiao fEYbp hiHe 
ia opeiv

!hea the miwe cim, pEfa’ “Ebiao hip i bisde cid ibseipu tnYFep fonh nhoadtv
”!hin pE fe dEn…A lbiaoi it,ep’ hEbpoad Y. nhe cEEntv
“Ebiao popazn bEE, Y. in hes it the .Ybbep tEwe tnYF EYn gsEw Yapesaeinh i no..ep EHes 

thebgv ”qotiswoad fiapt’ penemnoEa t.ebbt’ mEwcin fiantvA
lbiaoi cboa,ep iap bEE,ep in nhe wittoHe cidv ”DYnI fhinzt ibb nhot…A
“Ebiao bEE,ep Y. in hesv ”DEwctv !ibb csei,estv UEsnicbe !ibbtv qe.bEuicbe MedinoEa 

JoebptvA
ThEte nhoadt tEYapep dEEpv ”qE uEY hiHe i mhioa Es tEwenhoad nhin N mEYbp Yte nE 

hEbp wu wiai thisp…A
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”!hin…A “Ebiao se.boep this.buv
lbiaoi .Ybbep nhe thisp EYn Eg hes .Em,en iap hebp on Y.v ”N aeep nE ce icbe nE fsi. on 

iap ,ee. on mbEte nE wu t,oavA
“Ebiao tnisep in nhe thisp bo,e on fit Yanhoa,icbev ”“EY wiaidep nE dsic Eae Eg nhe 

thispt gsEw nhe mhetn…A
lbiaoi thEE, hes heipv ”MEv NzHe hip on toame N fit tYwwEaepvA
”NInhinzt fhin N aeepep nE tEbHe nhe mEansimnv “EY hip Eae nhe fhEbe nowe’A “Ebiao 

fhot.esepv
x gsEfa i..eisep Ea lbiaoizt gimev ”“EY aeepep Eae… “EY popazn weanoEa onv N popazn 

tiu iaunhoad icEYn on cemiYteIfebb onzt tiHep wu boge wEse nowet nhia N mia mEYan iap N 
fitazn tYse fhenhes nE nsYtn uEY Es aEnvA

WYccoad nhe tope Eg hes heip’ lbiaoi gsEfaep in nhe thisp’ nhea hebp on EYn nE “Ebiaov 
”“EY mia hiHe on og uEY fianvA

”ME’ aEv Nnzt E,iu’A “Ebiao tiop’ EcHoEYtbu potnsettepv ”Nn tnE..ep ceoad nhe nhoad N 
aeepep fhea N cbef Y. iap ittiYbnep wu YambevA

Bhe fean iap cedia nE pod oanE iaEnhes .obe Eg tnYF cegEse mEwoad cim, fonh i tobHes 
mhioa fonh i bEE.v ”“EYzbb fian nE fsi. on oa tEwenhoad iap noe on nE nhinvA

”Uesgemn’A lbiaoi wYwcbepv
“Ebiao tbo..ep Ea nhe mbeia .ios Eg cEEnt iap nhea nhe posnu Eaet dEn nhsEfa oa i mEsaesv 

”DegEse uEY fsi. nhin Y.’ N hiHe tEwenhoad gEs uEYvA
lbiaoi bEE,ep in hes mYsoEYtbuv x nsiu Eg wiai msutnibt miwe EYnv Thea i temEap Eaev 

xap i nhospv
”Theu begn eHesunhoad oa hesev “EYzse bEf Ea [Power] sodhn… “EY mia mhisde Y.’ iap 

fe mia .Yn fhineHes eSmett fe hiHe begn oanE nhe thisp’ nEE’A “Ebiao eS.bioaepv
Thin fit i bogetiHes’ iap lbiaoi .oamhep eimh msutnib Yanob hes [Power] seimhep ont 

wiSowYwv
[Power: 409/409]
“Ebiao tnYFep i hiapgYb Eg msutnibt oanE hes .Em,en’ nhea cedia nE ni. nhe thisp idioatn 

nhe sewioaoad msutnibtv Nn OYom,bu mhisdep Y. nE i OYisnes Eg nhe fiu it febbv 1Eatopesoad 
on hip ceea aeisbu pe.benep mEw.benebu’ nhin fit i to?icbe iwEYanv

”!ezbb t.eap i bEn Eg piut semhisdoad ibb Eg nhete’A lbiaoi wYtepv
“Ebiao dbiamep in hes fhobe the fsi..ep nhe thisp Y.’ nhea hiapep on cim,v ”“EY nhoa, 

fezbb wi,e on cim,…A
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lbiaoi nsoep nE doHe hes ia eamEYsidoad twobev ”!hinzt uEYs .bia gEs dennoad oanE 
Webioazt E me… xse fe dEoad nE tmE.e nhe .bime EYn cegEse dEoad oa…A

“Ebiao thEE, hes heipv ”!e miazn iFEsp nE t.eap iau nowe’A the se.boepv ”CYs setEYsmet 
ise pfoapboad’ iap fezbb hiHe nE t.eap uEYs eaesdu nE mbEi, EYstebHet nhsEYdh nhe eanose 
potnsomnv B.eapoad nhin nowe mhem,oad on EYn fEYbp 3Ytn psioa Yt gYsnhes gEs fhea fe den 
oatopevA

lbiaoi con hes bo.v ”!e ise aEn fEs,oad fonh nhe cetn Eppt’A the ipwonnepv Bhe dbiamep 
in “Ebiao misegYbbu cegEse mEanoaYoadv ”!hin icEYn beiHoad… 2YtnIetmi.oad MegnitY ibnEk
denhes…A

“Ebiao gsE?e wopktne. in lbiaoizt OYetnoEa’ nYsaoad nEfispt hes fonh i gsEfa nhin hebp 
ia YapesmYssean Eg geis ceaeinh ont tYsgimev ”“EY mEYbpIA the cedia neaninoHebu ignes i 
bEad .iYte’ Eabu nE thi,e hes heip rswbu’ it og potmispoad ia YafebmEwe nhEYdhnv

”DYn N miazn sYa gEseHes’A the ippep tnYccEsabu’ weenoad lbiaoizt di?e resmebu pet.one 
nhe neist febboad Y. oa hes euetv ”!ezp ce gYdonoHet’ iap nhe thE.Ion fitIon weian eHesuk
nhoad nE YtvA

lbiaoi seimhep EHes iap tOYee?ep “Ebiaozt hiapv ”Nzp Eabu dE og uEY fean fonh we’A the 
mEagettep tEgnbu’ beiHoad nhe Yatiop nhe sewioapes Eg hes nhEYdhn‘nhin the fEYbp gEbbEf 
“Ebiao fheseHes the mhEte nE dEv lHea og nhin fit tnsiodhn oanE tEwe tmisu .bime mibbep nhe 
'idotnsuv

x mEagYtep bEE, rbbep “Ebiaozt gime it the tOYee?ep lbiaoizt hiap cim,v ”DYnIfhu… 
!ezHe Eabu ,aEfa eimh Enhes i gef piutvA

x twobe i..eisep Ea lbiaoizt gimev ”DemiYte N bo,e uEYvA
Na wEse fiut nhia Eaev



CHAPTER 66 – INFILTRATION

O f course, Yolani smiled and said she liked her as well. Elania bit her lip and nodded, 
realizing the other girl didn’t really understand what she’d really meant. That was 

okay, they had enough to deal with already, and facing her possibly impossible unrequited 
feelings was not something they needed right now.

And she was right, they’d only known each other for a few days, it just felt incredibly 
longer than that. She barely knew about the other girl, but everything Elania learned she 
liked. And she felt like she really, really wanted to learn more with every tidbit.

The journey through the Artisan District to the Magister one required an above 
ground route, through curfew’d streets and around dozens of guard patrols. It was 
nerve-wracking and enough to keep her mind preoccupied and away from stupid Elania 
thoughts. Security was ridiculous, and probably only possible by the severe segregation 
of each district and the cavernous nature of the city.

Although the sewers had proved that the seemingly impenetrable walls and ravines that 
separated the districts were not impermeable.

When they !nally reached the gate to the Magister District and looked at it from a 
nearby alley, Elania felt her heart skip. There were two dozen guards in neat rows lined up 
with ri“es. That wasn’t even mentioning the guards walking along the wall above, looking 
out over the cityH

She pulled back and looked at Yolani with concern. ?”ow are we supposed to get past 
thatxR Elania hissed.

Yolani shook her head and smiled. She pulled out two small brooches and handed 
one over. ?This will make us invisible to the gate’s energy detector wards,R she e9plained 
brie“y.
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Elania attached the silver piece of metal to her shirt with a pin. That was easy enough. 
?What about the guardsxR she asked.

Yolani nodded and went back to her pack and pulled out a simple wooden stick. It 
looked like a chopstick. ?Lan you power thisxR she asked, her gaze piercing into Elania’s.

Scrutinizing the object in question, Elania reached out and touched it. The feel of a 
small, empty crystal was there. She nodded slowly. ?I can, butPwhyxR

A ghost of a smile “ickered onto Yolani’s face at that. ?This will render us completely 
invisible for about si9ty seconds if we both touch it,R she e9plained.

That was e9tremely useful. There were several times during the prior day that it would 
have been really nice to have.

?Oh, well, why didn’t we use one of these beforexR Elania asked.
?I only have one, and they are hard to make, and I didn’t remember where it was. Was 

just luck I spotted it in the mess,R Yolani replied.
;uck. Well, it was about time something went their way.
Elania reached out and took hold of the stick. Yolani’s hand clasped around hers. Jower 

“owed and then they stepped out together, a hurried but carefully silent walk toward their 
goal. Invisibility meant silent, and now was not the time to sneeze.

As they hurried along, Elania found herself hyperaware of their joined handsN some-
thing about that contact felt intimate amidst all the danger and uncertainty surrounding 
them.

As they passed by the standing formations, the murmur of soldiers !lled the air. Some 
of them were chatting idly. E9cellent. 'ust a normal, boring guard duty. Bo invisible girls 
sneaking by hereH

They barely made it to a nearby alley between two grand buildings as the invisibility 
stick turned to ash in their hands. Well, there was no going back now.

The imposing silhouette of the Magister Tower loomed ahead of them, a colossal 
structure that dominated the district and rest of the city much like the city watch’s citadel 
on the other side of the city. The Magister tower, though, was dotted with thousands 
upon thousands of red lights, ringing around it and pulsing in a rising pattern like some 
type of gaudy skyscraper advertisement.

Well, whatever. They just needed to reach it and break in.
The structures surrounding the tower were laid out in their own grid pattern, and 

guards patrolled between the buildings in small groups of two at random. With the 
city light stones deactivated for nighttime, they were easy to spot by the lantern glows. 
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Trusting their concealment skills and items, they hurried, only diverting to avoid getting 
too close to guards that got in their way.

That got them to the inner edge, but there was a massive gap between the buildings 
and the base of the tower. Worse, there were dozens of random two-man guard patrols 
crisscrossing the open area.

?What do we do nowxR Elania asked. They’d used up the invisibility stick.
Yolani followed her gaze before pointing towards the ground, faintly visible red lines 

crisscrossed amongst the cobblestones. ?See thosexR she asked quietly. ?They light up 
when someone steps on them.R

Elania frowned, glancing over to the nearest pair of guards who were nonchalantly 
strolling across said lines with no visible reaction. ?5ut they aren’t lighting up for the 
guardsPR

Yolani nodded and then !shed out four circular metal disks from her bag and held 
them up in response. ?Two years ago, my father worked on a projectUmaking new boots 
that could bypass the detection lines for the guards. The design and materials were under 
strict securityPbut I peeked at them one night for a few minutes.R

Elania’s eyes were drawn to the four disks in realization.
?I memorized everything from the schematic that I saw. A few days later I redrew it and 

then made these as just a funny side project. Bever really thought they’d have a use,R she 
said wistfully.

?That’sPamazing,R Elania breathed out, genuinely impressed.
A sheepish laugh escaped from Yolani as she shrugged. ?WellPdon’t celebrate yet,R she 

admitted awkwardly. ?They’ve never been testedPand the formula was comple9. 5ut in 
theory, these should throw oF the sensors.R

The uncertainly was a minor damper on the con!dence, but given their situation, they 
didn’t really have a choice. Their luck had been good so far, so hopefully, it continued to 
hold.

?What about the guards’ line of sightx This isn’t going to hide us from that,R Elania 
questioned, observing the patrolling soldiers with a frown. It was one thing to fool the 
magical detection, but there were guards with eyeballs still.

Yolani turned towards her, giving her a weak smile. ?I was hoping your new skill might 
work.R
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Elania felt a pang of apprehension. 1sing her [Presence Concealment] skill would 
use some power, but more importantly, she wasn’t sure ifP ?I don’t know if it will work 
for both of us,R she admitted reluctantly.

Yolani’s eyes roamed over Elania before quickly averting them. ?It should,R she said 
with a determined edge to her voice, ?as long as we stay very close together.R

Elania blinked. Well, there was only one way to !nd out. She closed her eyes and 
focused on picturing how her [Presence Concealment] skill worked and then pushed 
[Power] into it. They both attached the disks to their boots, and then Elania scooted 
close enough to Yolani to bump shoulders. ?This close enoughxR

Yolani shook her head in response.
2eeling her cheeks heat, Elania stepped closer, looping her arm inside Yolani’s. The 

other girl pressed even closer, until they were glued together, her arm going around 
Elania’s back and squeezing her side.

?This should work,R Yolani said.
Elania could feel herself blushing as the other girl’s body heat radiated against her. The 

walk went slowly, and as they reached the !rst detection line, both their hearts pounded 
synchronously. The line didn’t activate when Elania did a test step on it.

Slightly rela9ed, they carefully picked a path between the guard patrols until they 
reached the base of the tower itself. Each step felt like it was bringing them one bit closer 
to salvation orP Bo, better not to dwell on the 3or’ part.

They ducked behind a large statue for cover and to take stock of the situation. The two 
massive entry gates were ceremonial in purpose and remained perpetually closed. That 
left access through a set of double doors on the structure’s cardinal directions, or a smaller 
stairwell access in between them.

Yolani pointed to one of those. ?The guards pass by every si9ty secondsP It’ll take me 
appro9imately forty to unlock the door.R

Elania looked between the door and Yolani several times. It was not e9actly close. 
?That’sPquite some distance,R she pointed out hesitantly.

?I know,R Yolani responded with a nod. She bit her lip, then looked Elania in the eyes. 
?That’s why I need you to carry me while you sprint over there at ma9 speed.R

Elania blinked in surprise. ?E9cuse mexR
Yolani repeated the request quickly. ?You’ll have to be silent while doing it, too,R she 

added.
Elania let out a tense breath. ?Okay, let’s try.R
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There was no turning back, anyway.
Yolani got her tools ready and in hand, and then Elania lifted her up into a princess 

carry. There was too much stress to even be nervous about that, as her attention was 
riveted on the passing guard patrol. The second they turned the corner, she leapt out from 
the statue and sprinted as fast as she could without slapping her feet on the marbled tiles.

As soon as they reached the door, Elania set Yolani down and the girl got to work, 
placing some type of sticky thing just below the door handle while tapping it with a set 
of small wands.

Elania couldn’t discern any pattern to the work. Lonstant glances for the ne9t set of 
guards kept her busy enough.

When the telltale light began to diFuse around the corner, she began to feel panic. 
?TheyUR

The door clicked open, and they both scurried inside. Yolani quickly turned and pulled 
oF her door cracking tool and then sealing the door quietly and quickly.

They’d made it.
The interior was a narrow room with a door on the other side of it leading deeper. 

More importantly, was a stairwell in the corner that led upwards.
?We’re in,R Yolani gasped out between breaths. ?This isPthe western stairwell.R She 

pointed towards the ascending steps with shaky !ngers. ?It should take us up toPto the 
twentieth “oor.R

Elania arched an eyebrow at that but didn’t question it further, trusting in Yolani’s 
knowledge of Beftasu’s bureaucratic structures.

?Once we get there,R Yolani continued, regaining some of her composure. ?We’ll need 
to !ndPthe directory.R She paused for a moment, catching her breath before !nishing, 
?that will tell us where 0elain’s oGce is.R

The stairwell was dark and silent, which was perfect for their ascent. Each step felt odd 
to Elania, though. It felt like a pressure at the back of her head was building. It wasn’t 
painful, but it was impossible to ignore. ?Do you feel thatxR

Yolani looked back at her questioningly. ?2eel whatxR
?Some kind of pressurexR Elania asked weakly.
?Jrobably just need to pop your ears. Try swallowingxR Yolani asked.
Elania shook her head, and they continued upwards.
Their climb !nally reached the 8th “oor and Elania peeked inside the door. The room 

was e9pansive and open, but !lled with endless shelves and desksUdimly lit and eerily 
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silent. They slipped inside unnoticed, and [Darkvision] made it easy enough to pick a 
path.

Yolani’s hand settled on her shoulder and she followed closely, having a hard time seeing 
anything.

'ust when they had nearly reached the primary reception counter, the diFuse light of 
a lantern approaching behind the shelves sent them scurrying from cover. It was a single 
guard, quietly walking through the room on patrol.

”e passed by without noticing them and both girls let out breaths of relief.
There were dozens of paper manuals, and Yolani pulled out a tiny crystal that worked 

as a miniature “ashlight to read them by. Elania stood near, watching for any more guards, 
but the pressure in the back of her head was getting worse.

It felt like she needed to go somewhere nearbyP like it was calling to her. 5efore she 
could complain about the odd feelings again, the entire world “ashed a bright yellow, 
blinding her.

Things returned to normal quicklyPe9cept she was no longer where she had been 
standing. An ornate looking door with a ruby encrusted handle stood before her, and 
Yolani was tugging on her wrist.

?ElaniaH What are you doingxR she hissed. ?That guard almost saw usH You walked right 
past himHR

Elania shook her head. She had no memory of that. They’d just suddenly appeared at 
the door. The pressure was less, but the compulsion to go inside was stronger than ever. 
?I need to look inside,R she murmured.

She placed her hand on the handle, and a multitude of clicks from the bolts sliding 
open echoed with an almost alarming amount of noise. Bothing prepared either of them 
of the brilliant yellow glow that erupted as the door opened.

Yolani pushed her inside in a panic as the light spread through the other room, then 
pulled the door shut.

5oth stood in silent awe as they took in the sight before themUa massive golden arti!ce 
of rotating rings and metal disks, golden gears and long piston rodsUall chugging away 
and spinning nearly silently as they “oated over a central white disk far below the balcony 
they were standing on.

Yolani !nally broke the silence. ?The Lelestial Engine.R
The sword on her back had been silent the entire trip to the tower, but now Eziel spoke, 

his system te9t taking on the same golden hues as the engine.
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[The Celestial Engine is dying. It has been misused. Its power nearly is depleted. 
The cause of the city’s dungeon is apparent. The Engine can’t support it with 
its diminished energy. Without the capacity to maintain it, there will be no new 
mana shards. The Engine will fail catastrophically.]

Well, that was another piece of the puzzle. Elania shook her head. Eziel had spoken, but 
it felt like the Engine was trying to communicate with her. It needed help.

Yolani turned to Elania, her eyes !9ated on Eziel’s hilt over her shoulder. ?Is thisPis this 
an arti!cexR

[It’s a divine artiAce. Created using similar skills as yours, but crafted by the 
gods themselves.]

The word 3divine’ echoed in Elania’s head like a bell. Eladu’s gods were real thenx 
Actual, omnipotent deities running around rampant at some pointx She hadn’t seen 
anything or anyone overtly religious, not even the monks, and she had a feeling that most 
people werePrather la9 in any worship.

”ow did that happen with something such as the thing before themx
She answered the question herself  no one was really allowed to come see it, were theyx 

Jrobably only the Magisters themselves. Why would they want the Engine to failx Was 
it related to the election thing that Yolani had mentioned a few days ago when they met 
with astonx

Yolani stared at the machine in awe for a bit longer before the !erce determination that 
Elania loved appeared in the girl’s eyes.

?”ow do we repair itxR Yolani asked.
[ n infusion of power on a massive scale.]
A momentary silence fell over them as they processed Eziel’s message before realization 

dawned on both of them.
They shared a knowing look as they both spoke in unison, ?The mana shards.R



CHAPTER 67 – WORDS OF POWER

A fter the revealing conversation with Eziel and the revelation regarding the Celestial 
Engine, they had little time to spare, but what they needed to do seemed obvious 

to both of them. Yolani led the way out of the chamber and back into the darkened halls 
with the location of Relain’s oTces in the tower printed on a -imsy sheet of parchment.

jhe path was slightly disorienting. Elania didn’t remember any of the turns or stair2
wells they traversed, the entire 0ourney from the Wxth -oor to the Engine being a blank. 
jhat was worrying, but not enough to draw her focus oI of their mission.

“hen they reached the ne?t landing, they froze at the door. ”nside, two guards were 
chatting idly, lanterns lighting the room. “hen they broke apart, one turned and headed 
straight for them. Yolani let the cracked door close with a near silent click, and they 
scurried up another level.

jo their relief, he started downwards. Elania shot Yolani a glance, then a whisper. S“hy 
don’t we 0ust go up from here;N

S“e need to be on the central stairwell. jhis one terminates,N the other girl e?plained.
jhey waited a few minutes, then crossed back down the -ight and checked the door. 

jhe room was clear.
Dhelves of books gave ample cover as they hurried to the center, where a circular wall 

had a single heavy door cut into it. ”t was lockedM Yolani pulled out her door opening tool 
and began to crack it.

Elania watched their backs, looking for the presence of more guards. Oone appeared.
As the door opened, light poured out, a confused guard with a lantern turned toward 

them.
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A punch -ew through the air, and Elania’s —st connected with his 0aw without hes2
itation. 9e went limp, and she caught him under the arms to keep him from tumbling 
down the stairs. Yolani shot her a panicked look.

[Watchman - Human - Lvl 135 has been defeated!]
Dhe dragged the man between two shelves, then ripped his own clothes to tie a gag 

around his mouth, hands, and feet. jhat was the best she could do without killing him.
jhey hurried up the large central spiral staircase faster. SAre you sure you know where 

we’re going;N Elania whispered an?iously.
Yolani nodded and looked back at her for a second. Sjrust me,N she whispered back.
Elania nodded. Really, all they had now at this point was trusting each other.
Di? landings with doors passed by. 5n the seventh, Yolani paused, and they e?ited into 

a long corridor that made Elania nervous. jhe intersection at the end of it was a four way, 
with e6ually long corridors going in every direction.

”t was mind fuckery of a sort. jhe tower had looked large from outside, but it was 
absolutely enormous inside.

Yolani chose one of the paths after a brief hesitation and they began to pass by closed 
doors.

S9ow do you tell them apart;N Elania whispered.
Yolani pointed for an answer, and Elania realized there were small dark numbers 

written with a fading paint. Oot that the numbers really meant anything to her. “as it 
some sort of cipher;

”t seemed like a random door when Yolani stopped and pushed one open. ”t was yet 
another of the seemingly endless stairwells. jhe tower was a freaking maze of stairs, with 
no windows or anything else to ground the notion of her location in relation to anything 
else. At least the Celestial Engine had been in the central column.

Yolani paused when they reached the top of the staircase. jhere was a single heavy 
wooden door that looked 0ust like the rest. Sjhis is supposed to be his oTce,N she 
whispered.

”mmediately, Elania tensed up. Séet’s get this over with.N
Yolani nodded and pushed it open. ”t wasn’t actually an oTce:a large, e?pansive lobby 

that was well furnished with some shelves of books, glowing wall sconces, and even a 
potted plant beside the receptionist desk greeted them.

jhere were more hallways and doors, too.
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Yolani pulled out her power detector tool and took a few steps away. “hen she acti2
vated it, the thing spun and then pointed directly towards the double doors that were set 
into the wall on the opposite side of the room.

S4ust be his, you know, actual oTce2oTce,N Elania said hopefully.
jhe doors were ornately decorated with metal and golden handles to pull them out2

ward. jhey seemed to —t more for a palace than an oTce room.
Yolani pulled out a wand and waved it over the handles, but there was no reaction. Dhe 

frowned, looking over her shoulder. Sjhe door is 0ust open, no trap or lock.N
Elania blew out a tense breath. S“ell, we know what we came for is behind the door, 

right;N
Yolani nodded. S“e should be ready for a —ght,N she warned.
Elania nodded and reached back to Eziel’s hilt that hung over her shoulder, withdraw2

ing him and letting the blade rest on her shoulder. jhe weight and warmth of the blade 
were reassuring.

jhey both pulled on their respective doors at the same time.
9er gaze was immediately drawn to the ornate desk sitting prominently in the center 

of the room, -anked by ceiling high bookshelves and d!cor sitting atop a room sized blue 
carpet. 5n top of the desk, sparkling with promise, was their targetF the chest —lled with 
mana shards.

”t felt like '!07 vu as a —gure in a chair behind the desk spun slowly to face them.
Sjessa. ‘ive us the chest,N Elania stated —rmly as she and Yolani stepped inside.
jhe other girl’s hand went into her bag, no doubt readying one of her many arti—ce 

tools. Elania prepared herself to swing Eziel if needed.
jessa let out a giggle and revealed a broad toothy grin that was as menacing as it 

was eerie as she spread her arms out wide. S“elcome,N she greeted cheerfully, seemingly 
unbothered by their abrupt entrance. S” wasn’t e?pecting you two…N

Yolani and Elania both tensed up. A confrontation seemed inevitable. jessa raised her 
hand nonchalantly and tutted at them reproachfully. S5h, come now, rela?,N she said 
lightly, maniacal amusement coloring her voice.

S8or two girls who’ve been through so much in a short amount of time, ”’d e?pect you 
to be more interested in making friends than picking —ghts,N she continued casually. 9er 
eyes swept over Elania with an unnerving interest before settling on Yolani.
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jessa smirked wickedly at Yolani’s defensive stance. S4y master would —nd it 6uite 
intriguing to have his own personal 34aster Arti—cer’ doing what he desiresK won’t you 
consider it;N A hint of playful menace coated every syllable.

9er eyes slid back onto Elania. SAnd a sister… jo share the workload would mean more 
free time for both of us…N

SYou want us to be Relain’s slaves;N Elania hissed back at her. A glance at Yolani’s 
e?pression told her the other girl felt the same way about the oIer.

jessa let out an annoyed 3jsk’ as she waved her —nger. S”n return, he could graciously 
spare 4iss Yolani from all those troublesome charges against her. ” don’t think he even 
liked her uncle. jhe man was 0ust a means to an end.N

Dhe waved a dismissive hand at the suggestion of criminal activity almost -ippantly. 
SAnd you could even keep your dear little shop. ” dare say you could even keep it togetherM 
if that’s what you two wished. “hen you weren’t busy carrying out master’s orders, of 
course.N

jhe oIer hung heavily in the air between them like a guillotine blade:sharp and ready 
to strike down mercilessly if given the chance.

DtillKjessa was e?tremely dangerous. 8ighting her wasn’t a sure thing. Elania worked 
her 0aw, a dozen refusals and rebukes dancing on the tip of her tongue, but she pushed 
them back when Yolani took a step forward.

S“hat about the Celestial Engine;N the other girl asked tensely.
jessa’s toothy grin widened at that, but before she could answer, a side door near 

the desk opened and another —gure in sweeping burgundy robes strode into the room, 
drawing the demon’s attention. jhe man carried an aura of undeniable authority and 
arrogance that made the hair on the back of Elania’s neck stand up.

SRelain,N Yolani muttered under her breath.
jhe man didn’t miss a beat as his gaze roamed over them before settling on Yolani. 

S”t will be restored once our beloved city follows its rightful path againKwithout fools 
clinging to outdated dogma,N he declared with con—dent ease. Apparently, he had been 
listening in the whole time.

9is words were deliberate and —lled with certainty:but they reminded Elania of 
the conversation with ‘aston and Yolani’s mention of the election a few days before. 
5bviously, the Celestial Engine had become some part of a power play, but how e?actly 
that helped Relain’s position was unclear.
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Relain stepped closer to jessa, his gaze shifting to Elania. SAnother sapient demon 
would be of great help to my plans. ” do not abuse those who serve me loyally, and ” have 
ample resources to see that you are both cared for.N 9e slid his hand into the yellow2haired 
demon’s hair and stroked her.

jessa closed her eyes and arched her back, letting out an unnerving moan.
jhe 4agister shifted his icy gaze onto Yolani, oIering a sharp smile reminiscent of a 

predator cornering its prey. S4s. Aetherhart, it’s unfortunate that our past dealings have 
led you to become wanted for the murder of your uncle. As jessa claimed, ” can make 
those events disappear. You and your friend can be left mostly to your own devices, other 
than for the services ” will periodically re6uire.N

Yolani’s eyes narrowed at him as she bit her lip, her grip tightened around her bag. S“hy 
do you need an arti—cer;N she challenged, her voice still steady despite the obvious an?iety.

Relain smiled as if he had won. S” lack pro—cient e?pertise in arti—ce myself,N he 
admitted, Sand there are certain modi—cations re6uired for the Celestial Engine that must 
be performed.N

Yolani shook her head slowly. S” have no e?perience with something like that.N
S5nce certain plans come to fruition, ” will be able to give you all the time you need to 

study it,N Relain replied easily as he turned his gaze onto Elania.
SYou will be allowed to ac6uire all the essence you desire while clearing out our city’s 

riIraI and undesirables,N he proposed, as if that was a 0uicy steak.
Elania tensed as a realization turned her stomach in knots, her eyes sliding to jessa 

accusingly. SDo that’s what happened to the people in the shantytown.N
jessa tilted her head under Relain’s hand, momentarily confused, but 6uickly recov2

ered with an ominous smile that spread across her face. SYou mean those sewer2dwellers; 
You noticed that;N Dhe giggled hysterically. Sjhey weren’t very appetizingKand its 6uite 
—lthy down there,N she confessed. SQut ” have to do my best to keep things clean.N

jhe chilling meaning behind jessa’s words sank in. A glacial silence —lled the room as 
all the implications of what their two antagonists had been up to, terrorizing and feeding 
oI Oeftasu’s vulnerable citizens with no remorse or regret.

”t wasn’t 0ust about a power struggle anymore.
A silent e?change passed between Yolani and Elania, their gaze carrying a shared under2

standing that didn’t need any words. Even with a potential way out being laid before them, 
they both knew that these weren’t the kind of people they wished to align themselves with. 
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Oo matter how tempting or easy it seemed, this was a line neither of them was willing to 
cross.

jessa rose from her chair, breaking the silence of the room, her eyes glinting maliciously 
as she prepared for a confrontation. jhe room crackled with tension as two sets of eyes 
held each other in wary anticipation.

S”’m disappointed,N Relain stated.
[The Magister is a maximum willcaster.]
A 0olt of unease ran through Elania at the remark. “hat the heck did that mean;
SDame plan as before. jhe —elds last 1x seconds,N Yolani hissed at her.
Elania frowned. Dhe’d already seen jessa —ght, and it was going to be diTcult to get 

past her, much less whatever Relain could do. jhe man was ridiculously high level…
S ill them,N commanded Relain, his voice a venomous whisper.
jessa sprang into action, her form blurring as she launched herself toward them with 

lethal intent. Elania side2stepped into her path and swung Eziel as hard as she could. jhe 
demon somehow darted sideways mid2leap.

jhe -oor and boards of the room shook frantically as Elania’s strike cracked with 
concussive force, the blast of air making a vertical slice into the room’s ceiling and back 
wall. “ithout missing a beat, Elania pivoted and made a horizontal slash follow up, the 
ranged strike landing right where jessa impacted the library shelf.

Relain pointed at Elania and spoke. S9old.N
Duddenly, every muscle in her body froze, like she’d somehow been locked out of 

controlling herself. Oo matter how hard she tried to force her body to move.
jessa’s maniacal laughter echoed as she darted in toward her. anic set in before a 

small, round trinket landed near her feet from behind. jhe orb suddenly opened, and 
then glowing lights erupted on its skin, a gray spherical —eld -ashing out and covering the 
nearby area of the room.

Almost instantly, the compulsion lifted, and Elania raised Eziel 0ust in time to block 
jessa’s attack. jhe surrounding air e?ploded as the yellow2haired girl’s claws tried to 
pierce the -at of the massive blade. jhe shockwave knocked the remaining furniture in 
the room into collapse.

Relain wasn’t —nished. 9e raised his staI and smacked the tip on the groundM the 
crystal turning a vibrant red. S8irebolt…N

Red orbs appeared in the air above his head, and he waved them straight for Yolani. 
jessa struck again, though, leaving the arti—cer girl on her own to deal with them.
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Qut she didn’t need to. As soon as the —re struck the gray nulli—cation —eld, they 
dissolved into nothing. Yolani hefted another orb out of her bag, then threw it at the 
4agister. ”t -ew true until it passed through the —eld completely.

SQreak,N Relain intoned.
Yolani’s orb did that, crumbling apart, but then it e?ploded in a shaped blast straight 

for him. A red barrier snapped into place as the energy struck, and one of the rings on the 
man’s hand shattered. Elania hissed in frustration. Dhit, he had spell wards…

“ithout wasting a moment, Elania swung Eziel at jessa, who 0ust barely danced 
underneath of the strike. “ind still whipped at her as she darted up to stab at Elania’s 
belly.

Elania countered by thrusting with the sword’s hilt, smashing the round pommel into 
the demon’s forearm, a sickening shatter echoing with the strike. 9er other hand darted 
in though, scraping Elania’s —ngers holding the sword.

Oeither backed down, Elania kneeing the maid in the side before getting clipped in 
the head by a shin. jhe two spun apart, but Elania turned her spin into a swing of Eziel, 
which caught the demon in the side.

jime seemed to stop.
[Guilty.]
jessa bent in half as Eziel bisected her. jhe two parts blew apart with the force of an 

e?plosion, her upper body slamming into the far wall while her legs smashed into a fallen 
shelf of books. Relain cursed and gestured, S4end…N

A blue cord snapped into e?istence between the body parts then pulled taut like a 
snapping rubber band, the bloody s6uelch as the meat smacked together, sending a spray 
across the room that Elania blocked with her sword.

jessa panted as she stood back up, a glare of hatred —?ed on Elania.
S ueen’s Re6uiem…N
‘lancing back at Yolani, it became clear what she’d been doing the entire timeM a 

massive glowing circle was -oating over her head, and as she lowered her wand at Relain, 
hundreds of small blue bolts began to -ash out of the working like a spray of machine2gun 
bullets.

jhe 4agister raised his staI and began to wave it, red orbs of his own -ashing out to 
smash the incoming pro0ectiles away. ”t 6uickly became clear that Yolani’s pro0ectiles were 
far superior, and they began to slam into the man’s protective wards.
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Elania darted for the chest. jessa lunged after her, but a swipe of Eziel sent a blast 
that knocked her backwards. A cloud of dust —lled the room from the repeated e?ploded 
impacts from the arti—ce casting, cloaking the 4agister as more and more bolts smashed 
into his location.

”t felt like victory when Elania snagged the bo? under an arm, only to be struck in the 
back by jessa’s kick. Dhe rolled forward over the desk and smacked into the wall. jhe 
demon looked down on her viciously and stabbed towards her with elongated —ngernails, 
only for the window behind the desk to e?plode inwards.

An armored —gure smashed into the other demon, bulldozing her to the ground with 
a heavy thump. jessa hissed violently and stabbed at the silver metal armor. A gauntleted 
—st smashed into her face, but she got her feet between them and kicked him into the 
ceiling.

”t was the aladin…
Elania rushed around both of them, angling to get back to Yolani.
SEnough…N A roaring shout erupted from inside the dust cloud as ueen’s Re6uiem 

burned itself out. A red sphere -ashed, sending the dust away in a shockwave.
Yolani’s nulli—cation —eld winked out as its time ran down.
Relain glared at the emerald2eyed girl with fury, his once pristine robes coated with soot 

and ash.
9e pointed his staI directly at Yolani. SCease to e?ist…N



CHAPTER 68 – ESCALATION

R elain’s voice resonated with authority, the deadly intent in his declaration causing 
the entire room to shudder. The invocation sent a wave of dread through Elania’s 

body, terror seizing her heart as she anticipated the consequences of the man’s spell.
Willcaster. Literally willing magic into existence? Is that what Eziel had meant?
Time seemed to slow. Yolani screamed. Flakes of her skin turned black and began to 

“oat upward into the air, disintegrating into mist.
Forcing a large pulse of [Power] into her legs, Elania bolted straight towards Relain, 

lunging with Eziel outstretched. !Leave her alone”H
Relain glanced at her with an angry glare. Se pivoted to face her and held out his crystal 

tipped staG, then took a deep breath. !-tronger than the Dods.H
Eziel’s tip struck the crystal with a reverberation that shook the entire chamber hard 

enough to crack the walls. Elania’s grip weakened on the mana shard chest, but somehow, 
she kept hold of both it and Eziel while she was blasted backwards toward the entrance. 
-he slammed into the wall.

The stonework fractured and cavitated as she left a crater in it deep enough to threaten 
toppling the entire wall over, spiderweb cracks racing to the ceiling and across the “oor. 
Two lungfuls of blood exploded out of her mouth as her internal organs and bones 
reMknitted themselves. -he took a heavy tug on her mana shard, draining it for heightened 
alacrity.

[Due to your excess power, your body is exceeding its limits!]
[Your body is experiencing thermal degradation!]
[Your body is slightly adapting.]
[Due to your high power, Regeneration is enhanced!]
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Elania slammed Eziel’s tip into the “oor to help her stand back up, but before she could 
think, the ;aladin shouted and drew everyone’s attention.

!—ishop” You are next”H The man’s size was always a surprise. Se stood holding Tessa 
above his head, the demon squirming as he gripped one of her legs by the thigh and one 
of her arms near the shoulder.

Elania frowned. —ishop? -he looked at Relainj the man looked nothing like the disM
gusting crazy old man that had summoned her.

4 sickening squelch 9lled the room as he pulled her apart, her body ripping in half at 
the recently healed seam where she had been chopped in half earlier.

Se tossed both body sections straight for Relain, who cursed as he knocked one aside 
then was hit by Tessa’s legs, knocking him over.

The paladin turned toward Elania, and he pointed at her. !Return the holy sword.H
[No. Don’t return the holy sword.]
—efore she could answer, Relain stood again and leveled his staG at the paladin. !Seart 

stop.H
Elania fully expected the silver armored man to have a heart attack.
Instead, a miniature explosion of light ricocheted oG his chest armor. The armored 

man turned toward Relain. !Your foul magic will not work on me you0H
4 purple tentacle erupted from the ceiling and smashed into him physically. 'kay, 

yeah, that brought back memories. The paladin grabbed it and ripped the squirming, 
shadowy “esh in half. Nore of them began to appear.

Elania hurried over to Yolani, who had fallen to her knees. The girl was pouring a 
potion on her arms.

!Lani, we need to0H her words froze as the other girl turned to look at her. Dreat 
big bloody patched covered her entire body. -ome of them were shaded blue where the 
healing potion had splashed, but it looked terrible no matter what.

Yolani panted as she tried to answer. !Elania0I don’t know if0H
Elania grabbed her pack and put it in her lap, then shoved Eziel into her arms. Then 

added the magic shard box. Sow many things could she carry at once?
The answer was yes as she lifted Yolani into a princess carry. Everything threatened 

to topple out of their grasp, but that didn’t matter. Nr. ;aladin was being a hero and 
distracting the bad guys.

Elania ran out of the oJce and toward the steps. Salfway down the stairs there were 
two guards. -he …umped over them0landing feet 9rst on their faces and riding them down 
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the rest of the “ight of stairs to the door. Yolani reached out automatically and opened it 
with one hand, and they entered the long hallway.

The sprint down it, then the second hallway, was hectic as guards began to appear 
shouting. The entire tower had started to wake up.

In the reception chamber, a guard raised a musket toward her and 9red before she 
realized he was even aware of them. The crack would have been familiar to anyone on 
Earth who used 9rearms. That wasn’t her, but it split her ears all the same. -helves nearby 
exploded as the pro…ectile narrowly grazed her back, punching a red gouge across her skin 
and tearing her shirt.

The guard was already reloading, apparently it was a singleMshot weapon. -he ignored 
him and bust through the next door into another stairwell. Duards with spears were 
waiting at the bottom. Rushing through them would place Yolani at risk, so she didn’t.

6harging her feet with [Power] she slammed into the wall …ust above the doorframe, 
shattering the wall and punching through into the room behind them, the debris and 
rubble knocking the guards down.

-houts erupted from every direction, and she realized she was lost. !Which0H
Yolani pointed to the left. !That way,H her voice croaked.
Elania darted in the direction without hesitation. 4 few more turns and stairwells, and 

she realized where they were. 8ust two more stairwells to the 6elestial Engine and thenK
4 maniacal laugher behind them made her heart skip a beat. Elania instinctively 

ducked down, narrowly avoiding a slash of razorMsharp claws from Tessa. The move sent 
her skidding onto her knees, holding onto Yolani, Eziel, and the mana shards tightly to 
keep them from spilling.

It was no usej Tessa was so fast, Elania had to dump them to block her next strike with 
a 9st.

The other demon’s arm blew away as she smashed it at the wrist, but another slice from 
her other hand clawed Elania’s stomach deeply. It wasn’t enough to disable her, but a 
sharp pain 9lled her middle as blood gushed.

Drabbing the hilt of her [Vorpal Dagger] Elania slashed as she drew it from her belt, 
causing Tessa to …ump back out of range quickly. 4n explosion above rocked the entire 
hallway, and Tessa let out another laugh. !Time to die”H

4 slice came for her facej Elania raised her dagger, and it dug between two of Tessa’s 
9ngers, splaying her hand open. The demon maid’s body looked ravagedj it wasn’t healing 
via [Regeneration] insteadj it was stitching itself back together like a puppet.



OEN'AC- 4-6EAT 3P

The 9ght became a whirlwind of violence, each exchange more lethal than the last. 4 
slash slit Tessa’s throat, a stab punctured Elania’s side. [Vorpal Dagger] met hardened 
nails, sending sprays of sparks as their weapons clashed, but neither gave ground.

-uddenly, Tessa twisted midMattack and landed a kick into Elania’s stomach. The blow 
knocked the wind out of her and sent her skidding across the stone “oor. -he barely had 
time to roll away from another swipe of claws that carved deep rivets through the stone 
where she’d …ust been lying.

Ignoring the pain in her abdomen, Elania sprang back onto her feet. -he’d landed near 
Yolani and Eziel. The other girl held out the sword for her while holding her own battle 
wand in her free hand. Elania took it and swung, sending a blast of energy through the 
hall.

Tessa narrowly avoided it, but the blast dug gouges along both walls as it dived down 
the hallway, sending a spray of debris and stone bricks “ying chaotically before it all blew 
out the side of the tower.

The puncturing of the tower’s outer skin allowed the shrill sound of a distant siren into 
the chamber. 'h yeah, people knew something was going down.

Elania gritted her teeth, but Yolani drew her attention by tapping her on the back of the 
shoulder. The other girl had got back on her feet and had the mana shard chest clutched 
between her arms. Elania nodded to her and they backed away from Tessa slowly, Eziel 
placed de9antly between them.

The maimed demon continued after them, giggling madly, and “ashing her teeth, 
but the sounds came out in ragged puGs of air from her severed throat. -uddenly Tessa 
launched forward straight at them, swinging her arms madly.

Yolani stopped, and Elania bumped into her on her next step back. 'ne of her wands 
“ashed out …ust as Elania prepared to block the charge. Two bolts of white slammed into 
the charging demoness’ feet, freezing her in place.

Elania swung downward in a heavy arc, Eziel’s tip …ust barely reaching to nick her 
forehead. Time stopped for a moment.

[Guilty.]
Elania could feel the sudden reverberation all the way through her bones. Everything 

in front of them suddenly exploded in a massive, shaped blast, tearing through the “oor, 
ceiling, and walls. Yolani held onto her back for support as everything shook.
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When the dust cleared, they could see into the “oors above and below. There was no 
sign of Tessa at allKthe thought that she’d been blown into atoms came to mind almost 
immediately. The blast had been that powerful.

Elania glanced at Yolani, who looked sick. !4re you okay?H
!I’mKlet’s hurry,H Yolani stammered.
Elania frowned, but nodded. It was impossible to carry Eziel and the mana shard box at 

the same time, so Yolani carried the box as they headed down the hallway as fast as Yolani 
could keep up.

Entering the next room, Elania spotted the ornate door that led to the Engine on the 
other side. There was shouting, but they ignored it. Yolani reached the door 9rst, but 
when she tugged on the handle, it wouldn’t open. In a panic, Elania tried, and it worked.

They hurried down the steps to the massive platform overlooking the 6elestial Engine 
that was continuing to chug away. They made it to the bottom before the door they’d 
used burst open.

Elania stopped and turned to see who it was while Yolani continued to carry the chest 
toward the Engine. Really, their only plan was to toss the chest into the Engine and hope 
it worked. 4fter that, she had no idea.

Ser heart clenched as Relain walked out to the edge of the steps. Se looked down at 
her, his gaze cold and calculating. !You’ve proven to be quite the nuisance,H he said, his 
voice dripping with contempt.

Elania gritted her teeth and tightened her grip on Eziel. !Funny,H she retorted, forcing 
a smirk on her face. !I was …ust thinking the same about you.H

Se snarled, then pointed his staG at Yolani. Se didn’t even say a word as the wounded 
girl clattered to the “oor with a thump that echoed across the balcony tiles.

Elania responded by throwing her [Vorpal Dagger] at him, but he batted it away then 
looked at her with contempt.

!Sold.H
Ser whole body locked up again. 4 vicious smile appeared on his face as he descended. 

Se twirled his 9nger, and her body spun around on its own to face Yolani, who was now 
crawling toward the edge, dragging the chest with her.

Relain tsk in annoyance. Se raised a hand at Yolani and then squeezed and twisted, 
without even saying a word. -he shrieked and rolled onto her back as he made a dragging 
motion with his arm.
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The chest began to skid back to him, but she held onto it. Naking a 9st, he made a 
hammering motion, each blow a thud of force against her body.

Elania couldn’t move. -he tried to scream for him to stop, that they’d surrender. -he 
had hold of Eziel and her muscles burned with impotency, the signals to contract and 
drive the massive blade through the Nagister’s back ignored.

-he needed something, anything, to break his hold on her. Nore [Power], but her 
mana shard was empty, and the 9ghting had dropped her well below maximum.

Se slapped Yolani hard from across the room. Ser hand shot out and snagged the latch 
on the chest, opening it and spilling the contents on to the “oor.

-o many mana shards, so much [Power] in one spot. Elania tried to grit her teeth in 
frustration, but couldn’t even do that. It was probably more than she’d used her entire 
life on Eladu. If only she could reach it.

Ser heart skipped a beat.
If only she could reach it.
[You have gained the, Soul Siphon – Visible, perk!]
[You have spent all your available perk selections.]
There was no real guide on how to use the perk. -he …ust knew that she needed the 

power in the mana shards. -he reached out like she would pull from the mana shard 
close to her skin. The distance made the sensation fuzzier, imprecise. —ut she needed that 
power.

Elania yanked.
-uddenly, the light in all the shards died at once. Time hitched, the even thrum of 

the 6elestial Engine becoming a distorted mess. 4 cloud of yellow motes coalesced into 
existence at once, then shot straight for her. Ser [Power] stat rolled upward until it broke.

[Power: 388/423]K [Power: 444/424] K [Power: 556/425] K [Power: 743/426] 
K [Power: ???/427]

[Your body has reached the limit of its capacity for Power!]
[Find a stronger body or reduce your current Power!]
[Your body has exceeded the limit of its capacity for Power!]
[Your body is experiencing thermal degradation!]
[Your body is slightly adapting.]
[Due to your high Power, [Regeneration] is enhanced!]
Relain turned slowly, his eyes widening as he took in her glowing form. Se pointed at 

her with an accusing 9nger. !;erish.H
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It was redundant. -omething was wrong0she’d taken in too much [Power] and she 
could feel her insides churning as they writhed, melting, reforming, melting, reforming, 
over and over in a critical cycle. It was far beyond what she was capable of handling.

-he could feel the impact of his word of powerj the lines of his will streaking in through 
the 9ne mist of golden energy bleeding oG of herK like a thousand little tendrils of ill will 
seeking to change reality to suit their master’s will.

They began to fray and melt as they attempted to reach her.
The sensation of being tied by a thousand0million little threads attached across her 

entire body caused an itch. -he took her 9rst deep breath since being Seld and thousands 
of the lines snapped.

Relain’s face 9lled with a snarl, and he raised his staG at her. !;erish”H
-he didn’t know how willcasting worked, butK when had she really known how 

anything worked? nowing how things worked wasn’t a prerequisite in Eladu, …ust an 
assistance. 4 word welled up in her chest, leaving her lips like a whisper, !-ever.H

Willcasting obviously used the caster’s strength of will0and also, to a lesser degree, 
their actual strength. -he was divine. Se was not. -he was a Dodde0

[You have supped on the divine but know this: Hubris was the downfall of the 
Gods.]

Relain’s hold on her was sliced awayj he fell back like a taut cord being sliced while 
under load.

Elania took a single step forward, and she was beside him, holding up her sword in the 
air. 4n impending threat of doom. !Why did he call you —ishop?H her words came out in 
a voice that she almost didn’t recognize as her own.

;anic 9lled his face as his eyes slid up to the poised weapon. !Ny disgui0H
Elania swung, suddenly not caring about the answer. Se swung back with his staG. 

The impact couldn’t be called a clash, because the blow sent him “ying through the room 
in a wild, uncontrolled tumble.

It wasn’t enough. Everything hurt. Everything burned. Ser mind was fraying from 
the churning energy inside of her. The golden motes of light followed her like a cloak, 
mimicking a visual indication of the air “ows.

Elania took a slow step forward, turning to move to Yolani’s side. The other girl was 
curled up in a fetal position. !Eziel. Seal her.H

[Place me upon her forehead and I shall judge.]
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Elania’s grip tightened on his hilt. The [System] message didn’t …ust appear before 
her, it “owed into her soul. The sword wasn’t a machine0there was no requirement of 
morality for it to function0other than its own personal rules.

!Seal. Ser.H -he left the threat unspoken.
[Very well.]
4 “are of light erupted around Yolani, her visible wounds began to shrink, and a dent 

in her side reformed to look normal. 4 bone sticking out of her forearm snapped as it 
worked itself back into place. The girl moaned weakly, and Elania was very glad that she 
was unconscious for the healing.

4 subtle click above the balcony heralded a door opening. Then a second, third, and 
fourth. Elania looked up. Five staircases led down to the balcony over the 6elestial Engine, 
and four 9gures had emerged from the doorways.

Three men and one woman, who were all wearing a similar robe to Relain’s in diGerent 
colors.

Words from a man she had once disliked echoed back at her.
‘It’s ruled by five powerful Magisters.’



CHAPTER 69 – IMMOLATION

E lania’s eyes hasdeb tewfeen wde ourM nef ga.isweMsG ,MeenB clreB clakPB anb prMmleB 
eakd van eveM.eb oMuv dis ufn buuMfayB wde uMnawe fuMPin.s anb swawre atuAe 

wdeiM enwMy muinwsB eakd daAin. iws ufn swyleG
[Arch Magus – Human – Level 632]
[Arch Magus – Human – Level 758]
[Arch Magus – Human – Level 677]
[Arch Magus – Human – Level 841]
T mMebuvinanwly drvan kiwyB Mrleb ty all drvansG xdeiM leAels feMe ejwMevely di.dB 

Rrsw liPe Welain’sG ?eMe wdey all ivvuMwal uM suvewdin.H
IufeAeM wdey dab tekuve su mufeMorlB wdey vrsw daAe aw leasw suve fisbuvB anb oMuv 

fdaw sde PnefB wdey all feMen’w oMienbsG T kaMeorl umwivisv wMieb wu sneaP inwu deM kdeswG 
—o wdey kurlb ejmlain fdaw dab dammenebB fdaw Welain dab teen buin.“

!Enur.d uo wdis” ce.uneB bevun”- Welain saib as de swuub takP un dis oeewG Ie suveN
duf dab Pemw dis swaCG !qeebles Enbless zaswin.”-

?daw fas wde .ubNaforl MeYriMevenw wu yell urw wde naves uo smells anb swrCH Elania 
sfrn. EDiel wufaMb Welain fiwd a sin.le deaAy aMkG xde vassiAe aDrMe eneM.y faAe smMeab 
urw liPe a kMeskenwB bisMrmwin. wde wMaRekwuMies uo wde neebles as iw masseb ty wu hy in eAeMy 
biMekwiun ejkemw aw Elania anb OulaniG

panik 'lleb Welain’s oake as de Maiseb a Meb taMMieM in oMunw uo divG xde sfuMb eneM.y 
br. a beem .ur.e in wde 'elbB senbin. smibeMfet kMakPs wdMur.d wde va.ikG —w delb anb 
wde Mesw uo wde tlasw slasdeb wdMur.d wde inneM fall uo wde kdavteMB leaAin. a lun.B an.My 
.asd uo vulwen vewalG
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IeM awwenwiun snammeb takP wu wde ourM ga.isweMs swanbin. aluuo un wde talkuniesB eakd 
une feaMin. an ejmMessiun uo .Miv beweMvinawiunG —w luuPeb liPe wdey dab vabe rm wdeiM 
vinbs un fdaw fas .uin.B eAen io wdey feMe as faMy uo eakd uwdeM as wdey feMe uo Elania 
deMseloG

xde .Meen Mute van fas wde 'Msw wu vuAeG Ie ejwenbeb dis danb urwfaMbB dis 'n.eMs 
krMlin. inwu a kuvmlej mawweMn fiwdurw a fuMbG xdikP wenbMils uo eveMalb eneM.y eMrmweb 
oMuv dis MuteB wfiswin. anb wrMnin. as wdey snaPeb aw deM liPe valeAulenw seMmenwsG

Elania wuuP a swem ouMfaMbB wden a sekunbB trilbin. rm deM vuvenwrv wu sfin. 
anuwdeM aMk uo EDiel’s eneM.y aw wde inkuvin. wenbMilsG xde slasd seAeMeb seAeMalB trw uwdeMs 
bub.eb wdeiM fay masw deMG 1de sfrn. wu wde sibeB neawly hayin. une bufn wde kenweMG

T YrikP miAuw allufeb deM wu uAeMdeab kdum anuwdeMG 4ne baMweb ouM deM trw sde delb 
rm wde haw uo EDiel’s tlabe anb tlukPeb iwB unly wu kdaM.e rm deM 'sw anb slav iw in wde sibeB 
tlufin. iw rm inwu wde aiMG

clre fas nejwG Ie bMef a wdin vewal sfuMb anb muinweb iw di.d atuAe dis deabG !1rM.e”-
xde iva.e uo div hasdebB anb deM eyes fibeneb as sde MealiDeb sde fas luuPin. aw an 

aoweMiva.eG T besmeMawe miAuw as sde sfrn. mlakeb EDiel tewfeen deM anb wde van as de 
ammeaMeb tedinb deMB swattin. fiwd dis MamieMG xde kunwakw uo wdeiM feamuns tlef div 
takPB trw as de fas in vibNaiMB de hasdeb a.ainG

xdis wive de fas atuAe deMB anb sde Rrvmeb takPfaMbs wu aAuib wde swMiPeG 1de mMemaMeb 
a kurnweM unly wu te ouMkeb wu svasd anuwdeM .Meen AineB fdikd .aAe wive ouM clre wu swMiPe 
a.ainG 1de tlukPeb iwB trw de tlasweb afay rndaMveb a.ainG

IeM insibes feMe un 'MeB anb sde MealiDeb sde fas manwin. fiwd ejeMwiunG quw oMuv wde 
'.dwB trw oMuv wde eCuMw wu vainwain deMseloG xde eneM.y sde kunsrveb fas eawin. deM 
oMuv wde insibe urwG

clakP Maiseb deM wfu fanbsB a sdabuf muulin. aMurnb deM oeewG !0uib’s ,MasmB- wde 
fuvan’s Auike ekdueb wdMur.d wde kdavteM uvinurslyG

Elania’s eyes naMMufeb as a ouMetubin. sense uo ban.eM diw deMG 1rbbenlyB baMP danbs 
eMrmweb oMuv wde huuMB bi..in. inwu deM .ulben arMaG xdey feMe vrkd vuMe bense wdan 
Welain’s fill wenbMilsB fiwd wdeiM ufn fei.dw anb mufeMB anb wdey te.an wu bissulAe as wdey 
.uw kluseMG

2rsw nuw enur.dG
Elania slikeb bufnfaMbs seAeMin. seAeMal unly wu daAe a buDen vuMe Meburtle wde eCuMw 

wu klavm bufn un deM anPles anb oeewG T .Meen Aine Mrsdeb deMB anb sde taMely utliweMaweb 
iw fiwd a sfin. fden clre baMweb in anb swatteb deM in wde sibeG
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Iis oake wrMneb seMiurs anb srbbenly sde fas mrnkwrMeb a.ainL anb a.ainG Iis aMv 
wrMneb inwu a tlrM as wde wdin tlabe mlrn.eb in anb urw uo deM MemeaweblyG

—w furlb daAe teen tabB trw deM inweMnal uM.ans dab swummeb fuMPin. a fdile a.uB 
anyfayG 1de Meakdeb urw anb .Matteb dis fMiswB 'llin. dis oake fiwd sdukPG 1de Maiseb EDiel 
uvinurslyG

T .Meen Aine wMieb wu fMam iwselo aMurnb wde sfuMb wu swum wde sfin.B trw iw bisinwe.Maweb 
inwu asdesG

Elania slavveb wde tlabe Mi.dw inwu deM kamwiAe’s nekPB orlly ejmekwin. wu MevuAe dis 
deab oMuv dis sdurlbeMsG

EDiel fas silenwB anb wde van fas Mimmeb urw uo deM .Mim wu te senw hyin. inwu a biswanw 
fallB deab swill awwakdebG 3rkPG 1de’b ouM.uwwen duf 'nikPy wde sfuMb fasG TmmaMenwlyB 
clre fasn’w tab enur.d wu eAiskeMaweG

prMmle wuuP a swem ouMfaMbB sneeMin. aMMu.anwly teouMe Maisin. dis swaCG T kMyswal te.an 
wu .lufB anb wden fdiwe smell kiMkles fiwd an ivmussitle avurnw uo Mrnes un eakd une 
finPeb inwu ejiswenkeG !Wuyal SekMee  avenwawiun”-

T mrMmle teav uo li.dw tlinPeb inwu ejiswenkeB slasdin. wdMur.d deMG xden anuwdeMG 
Eakd teav wMaAeleb inswanwlyB leaAin. nu kdanke wu swMiPe takPG Elania Maiseb EDiel in oMunw 
uo deM deab as a sdielbB wde teavs turnkin. uC dis .liswenin. tlre sdeenG

qrvtness te.an wu 'll deM tuby as bava.e akkrvrlawebG xdaw fas a tlessin. anb a 
krMseG xde wMevenburs main sde’b teen tlukPin. urw fas .uneB trw iw dinweb wdaw sde fas 
Meakdin. deM liviwsB anb fdile sde dab liPely mrw clre urw uo wde '.dwB wde uwdeMs feMe 
rnwurkdebG

?den prMmle’s smell fuMPin. oabebB sde fas swill swanbin.G IeM kluwdes feMe wawweMeb 
anb MrinebB anb dules vaMMeb deM tuby all uAeMB eakd 'lleb fiwd a .ulben .lufin. li.dw as 
wdey slufly Pniwweb wdevselAes sdrwG

xde unslar.dw kunwinreb as sde tawwleb wde ga.isweMsB Peemin. wdeiM oukrs anb swayin. 
tewfeen wde awwakPs anb OulaniG xdeMe fas nu wive wu vuniwuM uM kdekP un wde uwdeM .iMlG 
TwwakPs kave fiwdurw marseB anb deM oukrs dab te.rn wu faneG

Tn aDrMe arMa te.an wu srMMurnb deM anb vij fiwd deM .ulben une as sde anb EDiel 
our.dw wu.ewdeMB wde kualeskeb visw uo va.ikal anb biAine eneM.y tekuvin. a mdysikal 
vanioeswawiun wdaw behekweb eveMalb AinesB sdabufy danbsB anb mrMmle smeaMsG

1de wuMe wde talkunies wde ga.isweMs swuub rmun wu miekes fiwd Man.eb slasdesB ouMkin. 
wdev unwu wde save leAel as deMG 1vuPeB brswB anb asd tlef urw oMuv wde falls as mufeMorl 
ivmakws MaAa.eb wde kdavteMG clre vana.eb wu deal anb MeRuin wde oMayB dis wdin liwwle tlabe 
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a mainorl swin.G TwwakPs kave oMuv eAeMy biMekwiunB trw Elania swuub 'MvB tlasws uo va.ik 
turnkin. anb behekwin. uC uo deM anb EDielG

1luflyB eAeM su sluflyB sde fas mrsdeb takP wu wde eb.e uo wde talkuny uAeMluuPin. wde 
En.ineG 1de br. deM wues inwu wde vewal huuM anb te.an wu drMl deM ufn swMiPes fiwd an 
enwiMely nef inwensiwyB ouMkin. deM daMasseMs inwu bub.in. uM tlukPin. wdevselAesG xdaw 
slufeb wde inkuvin. awwakPsB trw iw bMaineb deM eAen vuMeG

1uvewdin. dab wu .iAeG
!OurM Twwenwiun is gine”- T Auike tuuveb oMuv tedinb deMG
xde uwdeM va.isweMs oMuDeB wdeiM deabs Rulwin. wufaMb wde Auike as io suveune dab waPen 

dulb uo wdev anb wrMneb wdev wu iwG xdaw fas rnouMwrnawe ouM clre as Elania kuvmleweb 
deM sfin.B svasdin. EDiel unke a.ain inwu dis deab anb senbin. div inwu anuwdeM fallG

1de kurlb oeel Welain’s bevanbin. wdMeabs awwevmw wu snaMe deMG xdey feMe insi.ni'N
kanwG iwwle bevanbs ty a fuMwdless van fdu dab nu trsiness uMbeMin. deM awwenwiunG crw 
de dab aCuMbeb deM an ejkellenw ummuMwrniwyG Elania Maiseb EDiel uAeM deM deab wu vaPe a 
AeMwikal slasd wufaMb wde Mevainin. trw oMuDen ga.isweMsG

T maineb sYreal uo a yurn. fuvan wu deM leow oMuDe Elania vib sfin.G IeM deab slufly 
wrMneb wufaMb wde surnbG Welain dab dis aMv aMurnb Oulani’s nekPB a ba..eM wim mMesseb 
inwu deM rmmeM aMvB tluub murMin. urw uo wde inRrMyG

!,iAe yurMselo rmB bevunB uM wde .iMl biesB- Welain mMuklaiveb lurbly enur.d ouM wde 
fuMbs wu ekdu wdMur.durw wde kdavteMG 3uM ElaniaB wdey ekdueb wdMur.d deM enwiMe tein.G

ufeMin. EDiel sluflyB sde wuuP a Ma..eb tMeawdB anb MealiDeb deM Aisiun fas tlrMMyG 
1uvewdin. dab tMuPen vinrwes eaMlieM insibe uo deMG 1de’b kunwinreb un fiwdurw wdinPin. 
aturw iwB ouM une Measun unlyG

1de fas byin.G Oulani fas kamwrMeb anb in wde danbs uo a vabvanG xdey’b oaileb wu 
MemaiM wde zeleswial En.ine uM akdieAe any uo wdeiM dumes anb .ualsG

T vrMvrM uo Auikes oMuv wde ga.isweMs 'lleb wde aiMB trw deM deaMin. fas 'lleb fiwd a 
winniwrs wdaw tlukPeb urw eAeMywdin.G

[You are dying.]
!— PnufB- Elania fdismeMebG
[You have enough remaining power to repair the Engine.]
Elania lew urw anuwdeM beem tMeawdB kuluMeb ty bankin. yelluf li.dw vuwesG ?dy sdurlb 

sde MemaiM iwH
[If you sacri,ce yourselfN you will control it for a short time. You can save her.]
Elania’s eyes slib wu OulaniG EAeMywdin. else das wrMneb inwu an ivmeMkemwitle tlrMG
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xdMur.d wde velbin. uo wdeiM arMasB sde kurlb well wdaw wde sfuMb’s fuMbs feMe wMreG 
?daw sde kurlb alsu oeel fas wdaw wdis dab teen dis mlan all alun.“MemaiMin. wde En.ine 
furlb daAe MeYriMeb a kdaM.eb urwsibeM wu hin. wdevselAes inwu wde en.ineG

xde suNkalleb duly Rrb.e dab teen vanimrlawin. deM oMuv wde swaMwG
Tn.eM haMeb insibe uo deMB anb deM .Mim wi.dweneb aMurnb EDiel’s dilwG
[—o. Leave me ]
1de wrMneb anb Rrvmeb ouM wde en.ine’s .lufin. kenweMB waPin. wde sfuMb fiwd deMG



CHAPTER 70 – DIVINE INSTRUMENTS

E ziel raged at her as they plummeted, sending violent pulses of power through her 
.ngers and down her armI jt was cust a minis“ule drop against the o“ean that was 

eroding away at herI
J!udge yourself for on“e”b Elania roared at him, her voi“e tinged with rage and SetrayalI 

Ahe felt the sword fall silentI
Cs they plunged into the glowing heart of the -elestial Engine, there was an imT

mediate sense of Seing devouredI ’hey—d entered an insatiaSle maw that “onsumed all 
energyxmagi“al or otherwisexand pro“essed it and used it for whatever purpose the 
Engine servedI

C sense of horror washed over her as her Sody dissolved into the glowing “loud, Sut 
not her mindI Ahe—d Se“ome an in“orporeal “loudI Ahe “ould feel and “ontrol the energy 
“entered around her, Sut there was a sharp delineation where what was inside her was 
separated from the rest of the energyI

Ahe “ould seexand it wasn—t eqa“tly seeing, Sut a type of energy sensexEziel nearSy, 
dissolving as well, cust not as kui“HlyI Cpparently, swords were slightly more resilient to 
Seing digestedI

C sudden pani“ .lled her as she realized that along her edges, parti“les and energy were 
slowly Seing siphoned oY into the greater etherI ?e had promised her she—d Se aSle to save 
BolaniI ?ow the he“H “ould she do that without a SodyR

Ahe pulled Sa“H against the “loud around her, slowing the Sleed of energy away from 
herselfI Oreathing wasn—t kuite the right word for it, Sut as she struggled, she found she 
“ould do more than cust prevent drainI

Ahe “ould pull more inI
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’hat in“reased the pressure on her mind, thoughI ’he energy that “ame in was lumpyI
jn the whorl of gold, she felt other presen“es Sesides EzielI ’hey were tiny, little marSles 

Moating around aimlessly in the vast, allTen“ompassing energy mistI …hen one Srushed 
up against her, she re“oiled in horror as memories of another person assailed herI

’hey had died to a [Rockbear] inside the dungeonI Cnother tou“hed herP they had 
died from a sHeleton when their party had run out of suppliesI Dore and more thoughts 
Segan to assail her, she realized she was mu“h, mu“h larger an in“orporeal energy SloS 
than all of themI Oe“ause she had Seen overloaded with [Power] when she had fallen into 
the engineR

Ahe Segan to push a “urrent away from her in all dire“tions to prevent them from 
tou“hing her, Sut one “ontinued to .ght to rea“h herI Elania redouSled her eYorts, 
and it Segan to shrinH in sizeI jt was determined, though, and .nally tou“hed her outer 
memSraneI

jmmediately, Elania stopped .ghting itxthe .rst memory that “ame through was an 
image of Bolani—s smileI Elania felt a colt of pani“I ’he orS was Bolani—s father”

9ealization stru“HI ’hose who died in the dungeon were feeding it their own essen“e 
and soulsR

C voi“e e“hoed softly within her “ons“iousnessI J’hanH you for prote“ting my daughT
terIb

JBouNyou—re Bolani—s father,b Elania said, or thoughtP it was hard to tell where 
thoughts seemed as tangiSle as wordsI

JBes,b he said simplyI ?is essen“e pulsed gently with sorrow and pridexsorrow for 
what he had left Sehind, pride for his daughterI

Jj give you what—s left of me,b he said solemnlyI J’ell herNj—m sorryI j love herI—
Oefore she “ould answer, a Mash of memories that weren—t her own ran through her 

mind Sefore the mote of energy .lled herI ’ruthfully, it was cust a tiny mote in a massive 
pool that was herself, Sut it .lled her with a new line of determinationI …armth spread 
through her, gentle Sut .rm, liHe a parent—s “omforting handI

'ulsating with renewed strength, Elania roared de.an“e against the allT“onsuming 
o“ean of the EngineI -ompa“ting her energy, she reshaped herself, drawing from the 
aSundant energy swirling around herI Eziel Moated nearSyP she rea“hed out and a sheen 
of gold Mowed over the Slade as she wrapped him in her own powerI

C massive amount of the energy that had .lled her skueezed out into the engine as she 
formedxthe engine—s internals Segan to roar Sa“H to life, .lling the environment with an 
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impossiSle to ignore rhythmi“ humI ’he energy she—d left Sehind .lled “ra“Hs and restored 
depleted reservoirs that had Seen drawn dryI

Empty engines that had stalled or failed Segan to “y“le on“e more, “reating a “ontinT
uous Mow that ran in loops, that fed the engine more and more powerI ’he sensation of 
light Surned in her mind, shining Srighter than SeforeI

Out she wasn—t done yetI ’wo appendages sprang out of her Sa“H, and she Mapped them 
in the swirl, propelling herself Sa“H toward the surfa“eI

Klying upward, she shot out of the “ore and Sa“H towards the Oal“ony, hovering over 
itI

’he Dagisters wat“hed in sho“HI Elania rea“hed out with her mind and senses, tou“hT
ing upon the latent magi“al energies lingering in the surrounding airI Ahe felt their spell 
worHings and magi“al items imSued with “arefully woven en“hantmentsI

Ahe held out her hand, [Soul Siphon] did the rest as she tore it all into raw energy to 
taHe into herselfI

Aolidifying her form, she fo“used on 9elain, and spread her wings to land Sefore him 
and the woman he still held in his graspI ?e tried to speaH, Sut she stole the oqygen from 
his lungs, leaving him gasping for SreathI

Elania landed gra“efully on the “hamSer Moor right Sefore him, sending a “as“ade of 
golden otherworldly light motes s“attering a“ross the Moor liHe a wave of running sparHsI

Bolani whimpered as her Sody throSSedI Ahe—d Seen wounded, partially healed, maimed, 
healed again, and now 9elain—s .ngers dug into the side of her throat threatening as he 
held her “aptive from SehindI Everything had fallen apart in the endI

Ahe—d lost everythingN and everyoneI
’he heated words Setween the Dagisters were a white noise as she stared down at the 

pulsing -elestial Engine, wishing it would return what it had taHen from herI Ahe was 
the .rst to see the Engine Segin to “hurn faster, its pistons revving up into a higher gearI 
’hen a Mash of golden light “lawed its way upwards until it had .rmed up into the shape 
of a vengeful seraphI
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Bolani “ould re“ognize the angel—s fa“exElania hovered over them, radiant and reT
splendent in golden metal armor, wings of shimmering light sprouting from her Sa“HI 
Ahe stared in awe as her friend had transformed into somethingNdivineI Eziel—s Slade was 
no longer an azure Slue, Sut a golden Slade of shimmering lightI

’he Dagisters seemed ekually taHen aSa“HI 9elain skueezed her tighter, maHing it hard 
to Sreathe, Sut when he Segan to “hant a word of power, his words faltered and died 
midTairI ?e gasped for Sreathxit returned as Elania “ame to a soft landing dire“tly in 
front of themI ’he golden wreathed seraph loomed over them, wings eqtendedI

JC mortal “annot “ommand where a divine instrument holds sway over reality,b Elania 
stated with an authority that e“hoed through the “hamSerI Bolani felt her heart hit“hI jt 
didn—t sound liHe ElaniaI …as it really herR

9elain released Bolani and sent her sprawlingI ?e fell to his HneesI Jj only wished to 
serve you” Ao we might re“laim what is rightfully ours”b

Bolani SlinHed as Elania raised her golden Slade in the air high aSove his headI
J0Sliteration,b the seraph pro“laimed with deadly “almnessI
9elain—s fa“e turned a sheen of whiteI Bolani eqpe“ted that he—d Segin to disintegrate 

into dust, Sut he simply popped out of eqisten“e, a small rush of air rushing to .ll the 
sudden va“uumI

jt tooH her a se“ond to realize that the man had simply vanished from eqisten“eI Cs she 
wat“hed, Elania turned towards the remaining Dagisters with an unwavering gazeI 0ne 
thing had Se“ome “lear to herL Elania had Seen “hangedI

’he Dagisters were terri.edI Ea“h one s“ree“hed as Elania waved her hand, dragging 
them a“ross the Moor liHe ragdolls Sefore “ausing them to sHid to a halt right in front of 
herI

J1neel,b Elania ordered, imSuing the single word with su“h immense power that their 
Sodies “ontorted to oSeyI ’heir fa“es paled as they stared up at the divine entity Sefore 
themI

Bolani swallowedI Ahe didn—t understand what the -elestial Engine had doneI
JBou have failed in your “harge to safeguard the Engine,b she pro“laimed as she swept 

her golden gaze over the DagistersI JBou strayed from the laws laid down Sy the gods 
themselves when they ordained 8eftasu as one of the holy “ities worthy of their worHIb

’he seraph turned her gaze on Dagister 9oland and stepped in front of him, his purple 
roSes doing nothing to prote“t him from her s“rutinyI ?e opened his mouth to speaH, Sut 
a gesture of a .nger for“efully pressed his forehead to the MoorI
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J’he noSles have allowed themselves to “reate laws that Sene.t and enri“h themselves 
at the eqpense of the rest of so“iety,b Elania “ontinuedI JAeeing themselves aSove other 
people, instead of as their prote“tors and servantsIb

Bolani Sit her lipI ’hat had always Seen true as far as she “ould rememSerI ?ad there 
on“e Seen a time when noSles weren—t the privileged “lass who lived aSove allR

’aHing a step forward, the seraph “urled her wings Sehind her Sa“H as she stood Sefore 
Dagister OannonI Ahe looHed down at his Slue roSes with a frownI JBou have allowed 
“orruption to Mourish in the halls of the -ity uard, turning a Slind eye to eq“ess in your 
own ranHs, and ignored the plights of many of the “ity—s denizensIb

Cnother step, this time in front of Dagister 1eswi“H who visiSly shooH in her Sla“H 
roSes of o “eI

JBou allowed the -ity …orHs to Se“ome lazy,b Elania a““used, her voi“e reverSerating 
with the power of cudgementI J-ut “orners and failed to maintain the “ity, allowing “ra“Hs 
to fester, the Suildings to “rumSle, and to allow the very sinews of this pla“e to rotI Kor 
whatR Ao that a few “ould live in splendorRb

1eswi“H—s Sody was for“efully pressed into the ground as Elania glared at her, the 
woman gasping for Sreath under the weight of the -elestial Engine—s willI

9eleasing her, Elania tooH the .nal step to stand Sefore reenI JDagister Cstolf, ord 
of Crtisans,b she announ“ed his title with a tone of mo“HeryI J…hat say youRb

’he paralyzed man stammered in response, Sut Sefore he “ould arti“ulate any defense, 
Elania “ut him oYI

JBou traded your authority for SauSles,b she de“lared mer“ilesslyI J'layed the guilds 
against themselves for favoraSle rulings and laws to enri“h yourselfI Bou traded your vote 
with other Dagisters, gathering favors and wealth for yourself instead of safeguarding the 
“ity—s prosperity and futureIb

?er golden eyes Sore into him unSlinHingly as she “ondemned his a“tionsI JFid you 
ever thinH of the people who you were supposed to safeguardRb she asHed, thought it 
wasn—t really a kuestionI Ahe looHed at the othersI JFid any of youRb

Ailen“e enveloped the “hamSer, eq“ept for the whirr of the Engine far SelowI Elania 
moved to stand Sefore the four of themI

JCll of you allowed the Dagister of the 'eople to Se in.ltrated Sy the -ult of the Ola“H 
-andle,b she pro“laimed, JCllowing them to pla“e their own powerful representative in 
a pla“e of supreme power on this “oun“il for over a “enturyIb
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Bolani Sit her lip as she tooH in that pie“e of informationI Dagister 9elain had Seen a 
memSer of the “ult that had summoned Elania in the .rst pla“eR

JBou allowed him to reap the poor of this “ity,b Elania “ontinued, ea“h word pun“T
tuated with righteous furyI J’o eqtra“t the life essen“e from the people en masse, so he 
“ould “hurn it through the Engine to mass produ“e mana shards for his foul purposeIb

C hot Sreath of golden mist es“aped the seraph—s mouth as she eqhaledI ?er gaze swept 
over the Dagisters, her gaze Surning with divine wrathI J…orse” Bou Hnew”b

1eswi“H let out a “hoHed gasp, attempting to protestI J…eNwe only Hnew aSoutIIIthe 
purgesI 8ot thatN9elain wasNa “ultist or plannedNto usurp the Engine”b

[Guilty.]
Elania—s gaze held no mer“yI J uilty,b she e“hoed, the word reverSerating loudly 

throughout the tower, ea“h syllaSle hammering home their “ulpaSilityI ’here were no 
denials left, no arguments that “ould refute the divine cudgementI

Elania raised her hand high, her .ngers splayed open as the golden light around her 
“ongealed into Mowing sigilsI ’he symSols of divine authority appeared on ea“h of the 
Dagisters— foreheads, Surning into their sHin with a searing heat that made them s“ream 
in agonyI

Jj do not have time to repair the damage you have “aused over the last millennia,b Elania 
de“laredI Jj pla“e this cudgement upon youL restore the “ity to its former glory, see to its 
“itizens— needs, oSey the original divine de“rees of the Dagistry that you failed to uphold 
Se“ause you thought you were Seyond the rea“h of the gods you serveIb

Elania raised her head and then looHed over her shoulder at Bolani Sefore “ontinuingI 
JKinally, you will assist Bolani Cetherhart with whatever she needs, see that the wrongs 
perpetrated Sy Kalse Dagister 9elain are undone, and that she has her shop and livelihood 
restoredIb

Cs Elania “losed her hand, the Dagisters were released to “ollapse onto the Moor, 
grasping at their throats and su“Hing in lungfuls of airI J’hose are the terms of your 
senten“e,b she “ontinued mer“ilesslyI JKail and suYer an eternity of torment for your 
misdeeds in the Engine itself”b

’hen, without sparing another glan“e at them, Elania turned and walHed towards 
BolaniI

Ahe wat“hed as Elania approa“hed, her “hest tightening with anti“ipationI Ahe “ouldn—t 
help Sut feel awed Sy what she—d cust witnessedxElania meting out divine cudgements 
liHe a goddess des“ended from the heavensI
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…hen the golden seraph “ame “loser, Bolani realized cust how large she was, standing at 
least two meters highI ’hat height dissolved as the golden woman fell to her Hnees, golden 
light dissolving oY her form until she was the same height sitting on the MoorI

Elania—s arms wrapped around her ne“H and she leaned in for a hug, her lips “aressing 
an earI

Jj—m sorry,b Elania whispered softlyI olden tears welled up in her eyes and rolled down 
her “heeHs, where they evaporated Sefore tou“hing the groundI

Bolani “leared her throat and hugged Sa“HI JElaniaR …hat isNwhat—s happening to 
youRb

Elania sagged, a pained eqpression on her fa“eI Jj—mNout of time,b she “onfessed, her 
voi“e Sarely a whisperI Jj saw your dadI ?e was proud of you and said he loves youIb

Bolani tensed up, sho“H .lling herI ?ad Elania really seen her fatherR
J’hanH you, BolaniI Kor your helpNfor Seing my friend when j needed someoneIb
’ears welled up in Bolani—s eyes as she held on to Elania tightlyI Ahe “ould feel the other 

woman—s form Segin to dissolve into motes of lightI
J8o”b Bolani “ried outI JBou “an—t go” …e had a “ontra“t” Bou—re violating it”b
’ime seemed to stop, the gears and pistons of the -elestial Engine shrieHed and ground 

to a halt, a loud reverSerating Sang e“hoing through the interior of the tower and out into 
the “ityI

’he golden form of Eziel Moated up into the air aSove themI
[The gods perished for their hubris. For their dogma…and their lack of love.]
Bolani—s heart sHipped a Seat as the golden form in her arms turned solid on“e moreI
[You do not share their fate today, Demoness]
’he sword Segan to disintegrate, the golden mist swirling Sa“H down into the -elestial 

EngineI C s“ree“h heralded the turning of the Engine—s gears on“e againI



EPILOGUE – 15 DAYS LATER

E lania’s consciousness stirred slowly, like a beast waking from a deep hibernation. 
Her body felt heavy and lethargic, the remnants of a profound exhaustion lingering 

in her bones.
She was lying on something soft that smelled faintly of lavender and clean linen—a bed, 

she realized. Slowly opening her eyes, she found herself staring at an unfamiliar ceiling.
A system message appeared, Illing her vision with a new prompt.
[You have acquired a new body.]
Ct took her several seconds to comprehend that she was no longer in the Melestial 

Engine or facing down the Tagisters.
Yurning her head slightly, Elania spotted -olani slumped in a chair beside the bed. 

Yhe young woman looked worn down, with dark shadows underlining her eyes and scars 
marring her onceBsmooth face. Dandages were still wrapped around her forearms—a stark 
reminder of their recent battle.

-olani was asleep, her chest rising and falling in sync with the steady rhythm of her 
breaths. Nespite everything they had been through, there was an undeniable sense of 
peace that emanated from her.

A pang of guilt ran through her, for what, she didn’t exactly understand why. Qeither 
of them were to blame for the events that had assailed them like a hurricane.

Elania watched -olani sleep for a while longer before closing her eyes again. ;uestions 
swirled in her mind—about what had happened after she’d fallen into the Engine? about 
the confrontation with the Tagisters—and what would happen nowO
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She pushed them away for now. -olani was there—she wasn’t alone anymore. Cf it 
was safe enough to sleepWthen she would do so. Yhe allBencompassing weariness was 
pervasive.

Elania fell back asleep without worry or disaster looming over her.

“hen Elania woke again, it was to the sound of soft humming. 'pening her eyes, she 
found -olani by her bedside, a book held in her lap.

”-olaniW! Elania croaked out, her voice hoarse from disuse.
-olani looked up at her with a start. ”Elaniaj -ou’re awakej! she exclaimed, relief and 

1oy washing over her face. She 1umped up and attacked her with a hug. ”Yhank the stars.!
Elania hugged her back, her cheeks heating slightly. Dringing herself up to a sitting 

position, she winced slightly at the sti5ness in her 1oints. ”How longWO!
”qP days,! -olani replied Ruickly. ”-ou’ve been unconscious for qP days.!
Elania’s eyes widened. She brie9y remembered stirring before, but had been so exB

hausted she’d fallen back asleep. A frown crossed her face.
”Everything is Ine now,! -olani hurriedly added, as if sensing Elania’s worry. ”Yhe 

shop is being rebuilt. Henri was freed from prison and pardoned. All charges against me 
were dropped. Yhere’sW there’s sweeping reforms washing through the city, at the orders 
of the Tagistry.!

Elania felt a wave of relief wash over her at the news, but then furrowed her brows in 
confusion. ”HowWO!

”-ou don’t rememberO! -olani asked with a blink.
Elania shook her head slowly. ”C only remember falling into the Engine with Eziel.!
”Yhe sword is gone. 0aladin Anton was very upset,! -olani explained.
”Cs he going to come after meO! Elania asked carefully.
-olani shook her head. ”Yhe Tagisters banished him. -ouWyou really don’t remember 

with the TagistersO!
Elania shook her head. ”C really don’t.!
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”-ouW you came back from the Engine. -ou and Eziel 1udged them. Yhey’re following 
your instructions orWbad things will happen to them,! -olani said before looking away. 
”And one other thingW!

Dending over, she picked up a small mirror, holding it so Elania could see her re9ection. 
Qeither red nor blue stared back at her—two golden irises glinted in the dim lighting of 
the room, mirroring the divine golds and hues of the Melestial Engine.

She pulled up her [Status] to see the changes.
[Status: Elania Reyes]
[Level 108 Lesser Demon (Ascendant)]
[Karma: 12243]
[Power: 1426/1426]
[Perks: (Soul Siphon - Visible) (Summoned from Another World!) (Regenera-

tion) (Demonic Transformation)]
[Class: Judgement]
[Skill Slots: 4]
[Slotted Skills: Improvised Combat (Rank S+), Stealth (Rank S+), Mana Ma-

nipulation (Rank S+), Martial Bladesmanship (Rank C)]
[AUnities: (Demonic), (Mana), (Darkwalker)]
[Magical: Demonic Aura (Rank A) (Deactivated), ArtiNce (Rank E), Enhanced 

Mana Sensing (Rank E), Elemental AUnity (Rank E), Presence Concealment 
(Rank E)]

[Physical: Body Conditioning (Rank D), Mobility (Rank C), Darkvision (Rank 
B) (Activated), Throwing (Rank S+), Tracking (Rank S+), Archer (Rank E)]

[Mundane: Identify (Rank B), Hniversal Speech (Rank S), Reading (Rank A), 
Writing (Rank B), Crisis Management (Rank S+), avigation (Rank E), ego-
tiation (Rank B), Intimidation (Rank D), Bribery (Rank C), Basic andcrafting 
(Rank E)]

A silence fell between them as Elania processed the enormity of what had transpired. 
Dut at least it seemed like they were safe—and together, for now.

”C’m 1ust glad you’re awake,! -olani said softly, reaching out to sRueeze Elania’s hand.
And despite everything else that needed addressing—Ruestions to be asked and anB

swered—Elania sRueezed back with a grateful nod  so was she.
A small smile appeared on her lips. ”Yhank you, -olani.!
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” or whatO! asked -olani, looking slightly confused but not pulling away from their 
shared grasp.

” or everything,! Elania replied simply.
Elania glanced at her re9ection in the mirror. She’d been changed, but she was, in the 

end, still herself.
And looking back into -olani’s eyes, she knew without saying it out loud that whatever 

came next, they would face it together.


