
[image: cover]





The God of Death Just Wants to Quit?! [Isekai / OP MC / LitRPG / Kingdom Building] by Fallen Pages



Category: Original


Genre: Action, Adventure, Anti-Hero Lead, Attractive Lead, Comedy, Crafting, Fantasy, First Contact, GameLit, High Fantasy, Kingdom Building, LitRPG, Magic, Male Lead, Mythos, Portal Fantasy / Isekai, Progression, Reincarnation, Romance Subplot, Ruling Class, Strategy, Strong Lead, Supernatural


Status: In-Progress


Published: 2026-05-05


Updated: 2026-06-06


Packaged: 2026-06-06 17:48:24


Warnings: Graphic Violence


Chapters: 41


Words: 54,793


Publisher: www.royalroad.com


Summary: 
                Nerez no longer remembers the name he had when he was just an ordinary human on Earth. It has been far too long since a literal date with destiny, or rather with the Goddess of Fate, condemned him to wander the sea of souls through a thousand different lives.

All he wanted now was to escape the endless cycle of reincarnation and enjoy one peaceful last life. But just when freedom seemed within reach, he found himself in the midst of a divine battle royale for a newborn world.

Can the nascent god of death find peace and tranquility in immortality? Or will his new domain, servants, and the ever-troublesome mortals make his life impossible?

And even now, the looming shadow of the one who cursed him in the first place still lingers. But was it really a curse? Perhaps the Goddess of Fate had plans of her own…

            










Chapter 1: The Meaning of Death


                Much has been said about the meaning of life.

Why we are alive.

What our reason for being is.

Our purpose.

But what about death?

Why do we have to die?

Why is there nothing that lasts forever?

Perhaps it is so we can better appreciate life in its fleeting nature.

Perhaps an endless existence would be a torment.

Perhaps there is no reason, and everything simply is.

In truth, the answer may never be within the reach of mortals.

But…

What of those who are not mortal?

***

“Everything that has a beginning will have an end. Only what has existed forever will remain so.”

Ah…

The hall was immense, filled with countless figures listening in silence.

Ha… ha…

At the front of the hall, atop a raised dais, an old man with a long white beard was delivering a speech.

Ha… haha…

“The Divine Order is one such thing, for it has always been. On the other hand, there is something that is only now taking form, a world.”

Hah… haha… ha…

“Welcome to the Hall of Dawns, chosen souls.”

“Aaaa-HahAhaHAhahAhaHAhahAhaHAhahA—!”

At that moment, everyone present turned toward the source of that strange mix of scream and hysterical laughter.

Near the far end of the hall stood a young man with silver hair falling over his shoulders.

He was staring up at the towering ceiling with his hands raised, and tears streamed down his cheeks from his radiant golden eyes.

“Ahem…”

Up on the dais, the old man forced out a cough while stroking his white beard with his eyes closed.

The young man lowered his gaze and let it wander through the hall with a distant expression. It was so vast he could not even make out the walls, and the columns that seemed to hold up the sky could easily be mistaken for buildings.

His eyes swept across the thousands of faces watching him until, all at once, they widened and his face went pale for an instant, though he quickly regained his composure.

“My sincerest apologies, I had no intention of interrupting…” he said with a practiced smile, rubbing the back of his neck and bowing his head.

What exactly he had interrupted, he had no idea, although what truly caught his attention was how clearly he could see and hear the old man despite the distance between them in that gigantic hall.

The old man, who seemed to be leading that strange assembly, slowly opened his eyes, and his piercing gaze settled on the young man, who felt a chill run down his spine.

“I understand that being chosen as one of the candidates for godhood could excite anyone. But there is a time and a place for everything. Next time, try to choose more carefully when you celebrate.”

Around him, a flurry of quiet snickers and ill-intentioned remarks began to rise, but the young man did not seem to care in the slightest. He could only think about what he had just heard.

“Candidates… for godhood?”

The young man’s murmur was lost amid the chatter around him, though not all of it was mocking.

“Who is he? He doesn’t seem to be a demigod.”

“Are you sure? Unlike most of the idiots laughing like fools, I would have thought at least you had noticed the aura around him. To be honest… it’s rather intimidating.”

Not far from the silver-haired stranger, two figures were whispering to each other.

One was an athletic young man with chestnut-colored hair and matching eyes, his gaze calm and steady.

The other was a girl with sky-colored eyes and golden hair tied into a long braid that fell down her back.

Both of them were watching him with unmistakable curiosity.

“That’s exactly what I mean. He doesn’t seem like an ordinary demigod at all… he reminds me more of a…”

“All right, that is enough,” the old man said, raising a hand. Immediately, a powerful invisible pressure fell over the hall, and everyone fell silent at once. “Now that the introduction is over, it is time to begin the explanations.”

The silver-haired young man was not affected like the rest. He looked around in curiosity, not understanding what had just happened to everyone else. Still, he quickly decided to focus on what the old man was explaining.

“Everyone in this hall is permitted to communicate with the Divine Order, but of course, to do so, a tool is necessary. That is where the Godscript comes in. It will present that information in a way you can understand it.”

Many of those present nodded. It seemed that only the silver-haired young man was completely lost.

“The Godscript is your connection to the Divine Order, and it will allow you to access detailed information about yourselves and about the world that surrounds you. Of course, the level of information you can access will depend entirely on you, your capabilities, your skills, and your relationship to the object or being in question.”

Now some of the figures around the silver-haired young man exchanged puzzled looks as well, which made him feel a little less out of place in that situation.

“Do not worry if you do not understand it right now. In time, everything will become clear,” the old man continued. “Now then, try to access the Godscript. Merely wishing for it is enough. I will give you some time to familiarize yourselves with it.”

“Just wish for it? But I don’t even… I don’t even know what it is…” The silver-haired young man looked around. Everyone seemed focused on the air in front of them. “Will it be enough just to think about that so-called Godscript?”

!!

To his surprise, a holographic screen appeared before him. Presumably everyone had one, and each was invisible to the others.

Around him the clothes, and the figures wearing them, looked far more like something out of a fantasy world than a sci-fi one.

“Judging by everything around me, this doesn’t seem like a very technologically advanced world. To be honest, this hologram feels wildly out of place…”

“But then, could the old man have some kind of implant in his throat? Is that why I can hear him so clearly? Or is he a cyborg?!… Wait, what’s this? Delayed messages?”

His attention returned to the holographic screen floating in front of him.

[Someone powerful has taken an interest in you]

[Someone powerful has named you Nereziel]

“Nereziel?”

[The Sacred Darkness]

In a separate holographic window, a new message had appeared in answer to his question. Apparently, that was the meaning of the name.

“The Sacred Darkness… wasn’t there anything less… cringeworthy? How about Peter? Or John? I think the first name I ever had was Leon… Or was that the name of a video game character I liked?”

[Nereziel]

There was no helping it. At the top of his screen, Nereziel appeared as his name, and apparently there was nothing he could do to change it.

“I think I’ll stick with just Nerez… But someone powerful?”

A very old memory surfaced in his mind, too old, and yet unforgettable all the same. A perfect smile and eyes as cold as ice.

Nerez felt a chill run down his spine.

“No… it says ‘recent messages’ here, even if it doesn’t say the time… Anyway, they have nothing to do with that angel-faced demon, I’m sure of it… Mm? What’s this?”

[Modifiers]

> [Blessing of the Goddess of Fate]

“This definitely does have to do with that angel-faced demon!!”

His shout alerted those around him, who were apparently checking their own holographic screens, so he hurriedly lowered his head in apology.

“But blessing? My Godscript, or whatever it’s called, is broken… How can it call that a blessing?! I couldn’t escape even by dying! Ah… sorry, sorry…”

Now almost everyone around him was staring at him with narrowed eyes.

“But this time is different… I finally reached the edge of the sea of souls. This time I wasn’t reborn again… Mm?”

[SPE: 3,245,658]

“SPE?”

Nerez instinctively tried to press his index finger against the letters on the hologram, which, surprisingly, worked, causing a smaller tab to open on the side.

[Spiritual Energy]

“Spiritual energy? But such a ridiculously high number… Now I’m almost sure there’s something wrong with this hologram.”

“Just as I thought, my spiritual energy is over twenty thousand.”

“Wait, I don’t believe you… the average spiritual energy of a demigod is only ten thousand.”

“I come from a family of gods, don’t compare me to a first-generation demigod like yourself.”

“Yeah, my Godscript is definitely broken,” Nerez nodded to himself after hearing the voices around him. “Anyway, it doesn’t matter if it’s broken. I have no interest whatsoever in any of this demigod, godhood candidate, or cyborg nonsense.”

Nerez turned away from the old man, who at that moment was on his distant dais, speaking with a girl that seemed to shine with her own light.

“Worse, if I stay here, I might run into that demon. She called herself a goddess, after all…”

He made his way through the crowd toward the double doors he had noticed the first time he looked around.

What Nerez had not realized was that he was being watched by the two young people from earlier, as well as by the girl speaking with the old man, who kept glancing at him out of the corner of her eye from time to time.

“…Is there anyone strong enough to open these doors? Or do they open with some kind of mechanism?”

Once he reached his goal, he was able to appreciate just how gigantic they were. In fact, they quite literally looked like doors made for giants.

Nerez placed both hands on either side of the seam where they met. There was no handle in sight and, even if there had been one, it would have been the size of a steel beam, so he simply applied a bit of pressure, just out of curiosity.

“You again?! What do you think you’re doing?” the old man said wearily, one hand over his forehead. “The gates of Eferion only open when…”

Nerez turned around after being addressed, but it was already too late.

The colossal doors swung open with ease, and at the same time some kind of magical barrier surrounding them shattered with a thunderous crash.

…

“Umm…”

…

“Sorry?”

…

The two young people who had been whispering to each other, the old man, and almost everyone present fell silent.

Meanwhile, four pairs of eyes that had been watching him for some time now did so with renewed interest.

“Tch.”

“…”

And another two with unmistakable hostility.

            





Chapter 2: The Festival of the Gods


                Nerez clasped his hands behind his back and took a few steps away from the half-open gates, as though trying to distance himself from the scene of the crime. But it was already too late. All eyes were on him.

“What happened here…”

Nerez jolted as the voice of the long-bearded old man, who should still have been on the distant dais, came from right behind him.

When he turned around, he found that the old man was now only a few meters away, examining the colossal double gate from top to bottom.

But what nearly made him fall backward was that the girl who seemed to shine with a light of her own had also appeared beside the old man, as if out of nowhere.

She was looking directly at him, and her gaze seemed to pierce all the way into his soul.

“The gates of Eferion open only when the Festival of the Gods begins. This is a case without precedent…”

After saying that, the old man turned around, and his bright emerald eyes also settled on him.

Under both gazes, Nerez noticed that they shared the same eyes, which seemed to reflect spring itself.

But while the old man’s hair and beard were white, the girl’s hair was the color of cherry blossoms.

Though the girl kept that serious gaze fixed on him, which was uncomfortable enough, the old man closed his eyes and shook his head to himself.

“Coincidence or not, no one may leave the Hall of Dawns until the explanation is over. Calm down already, Nereziel.”

“Nereziel? How presumptuous…”

“He’s not even a god. What insolence.”

“I think he gave himself that name. It’ll be funny when he fails…”

“When he fails? He’s been causing trouble from the start. They should have failed him already.”

Nerez did not ask how the old man knew his name.

[Zorovan]

[God of Life]

[Supreme God]

[Overgod of Ferendil]

[First Seat of the Primordial’s Council]

There was much more Nerez could see in his Godscript, but the titles that had appeared were already enough to make one thing clear: he could not afford to disrespect the being before him.

“Excuse me, Your… Excellency…?” Nerez began, somewhat hopeful after hearing the voices around him. “With all the trouble I’ve caused, wouldn’t it be better if you failed me? I would accept your decision and go my own way. Perhaps I’ll become a simple farmer in some remote corner…”

“Fail you?” Zorovan replied, stroking his long beard. “Only the Divine Order can decide who ascends as a god and who returns to where they came from. And there are only those two options.”

Nerez’s blood ran cold. Return to where he came from… did that mean going back to the sea of souls? Had he not really escaped? He was sure he had crossed the barrier… or would he be condemned to wander the void stretching beyond it?

“In any case, it seems someone has very high hopes for you. You were not given that name without reason. I hope you do not disappoint.”

“Huh…?”

Many of those around them did not appreciate those words, but Zorovan merely smiled before vanishing with the girl and reappearing with her on the distant dais.

“Very well, I hope by now you’ve all become at least somewhat familiar with the Godscript,” Zorovan addressed the entire hall once more. “As I just mentioned, it is the Divine Order that will decide the fate of the seats available in the newborn world of Eryndea, but that does not mean you need not prove your worth.”

“Eryndea?”

Nerez only half listened to the old man’s words. He was still confused by what he had just heard about his name. But even more than that, he was terrified by the idea that the so-called Divine Order, or whatever it was, might send him back to the sea of souls… In other words, return him to the eternal cycle of dying and being born again without losing his memory: “the blessing of the Goddess of Fate.”

Out of the corner of his eye, he looked at the half-open gate behind him, but for the moment he decided not to interact with it. He did not want to draw any more attention to himself.

“The Divine Order, through your Godscripts, will assign each of you your respective challenges. These will depend on the type of god you have the potential to become.”

Zorovan’s gaze swept across the vast hall. Under it, many swallowed hard.

For their part, the brown-haired young man and the golden-braided girl beside him nodded, and not far from them a girl with blood-red twintails merely covered a yawn with her hand.

In the distance, leaning against one of the gigantic columns, a tall man with fiery hair smiled confidently at a silver-eyed girl, who averted her gaze.

“Only once you prove that you are the ideal candidate for a given seat… or once the rest of the aspirants disappear, will the Divine Order invest you with your divine titles.”

Nerez disliked that pause immensely. He already knew what it meant.

But more importantly, if he had understood correctly, they were going to compete for certain “positions” in a world called Eryndea.

“Maybe if I get some minor title, like god of the chair or something like that, I can stay under the radar and, at the same time, avoid going back to the cycle of reincarnation…” Nerez clenched his hand into a fist, full of resolve. “I’ll spend the entire challenge sitting down! That will prove there is no better candidate to become the god of the chair than me!”

“Pfft!”

The young woman leaning against the pillar could not help letting out a small laugh, confusing the fiery-haired man beside her.

“However, there is one exception.”

Those who had begun whispering among themselves all turned toward Zorovan at once after those words.

He gestured with his hand to the girl standing beside him. She, who had remained a few steps behind the old man, walked forward until she stood at the front.

“My name is Lirien. It is a pleasure to be here, and a true honor to have been chosen to carry out such an important mission in Eryndea.”

Lirien inclined her head in greeting to the crowd.

“She is my granddaughter, and she was the first to be chosen as a goddess of Eryndea by the Divine Order.”

[Goddess of Life]

[Absolute Goddess]

[Zorovan’s Blood]

[Eryndea’s First Chosen]

Just as in Zorovan’s case, the Godscript showed Nerez a series of titles, along with plenty of other information that mattered very little to him at the moment.

“Smells like nepotism… not that it’s really any of my business,” Nerez whispered to himself with a shrug.

“Gods of life are always an exception, since without us it is very difficult for a new world to arise. The Divine Order chooses us purely by aptitude,” Zorovan continued explaining.

“However, that kind of exception ends here,” Lirien stated in turn. “Once in Eryndea, each god chosen must stand on their own, and in that respect we are all equal.”

“Though, speaking purely as a grandfather, I ask that you be kind to her,” Zorovan added with a smile as he stroked his long beard.

After some laughter and applause, mixed with anxious looks from those hoping to gain some favor and others filled with rivalry, Zorovan’s granddaughter offered a slight bow in farewell and returned to her position behind her grandfather.

“Very well, that is all for today. Now it is time for you to rest from your long journey, or in the case of some, from your sudden appearance in this place.”

After saying that, a mischievous spark crossed the deity’s wrinkled face.

“But while it is true that you may rest, and that your respective challenges will be decided tomorrow… the Festival of the Gods begins now!” As he said that, the gigantic gates of the hall began to open on their own with a crash that stirred commotion among those present. “At this very moment, the gates of Eferion connect to Eryndea, the newborn world under the supervision of the Primordial’s Council.”

All around Nerez, excitement began to rise. Some clasped their hands expectantly, while others smiled with quiet confidence. Almost no one noticed that Zorovan’s granddaughter was nowhere to be seen.

“Just as the god of the sky generally rules over the god of wind, you are free to begin forming your own factions before the challenges. Who knows, perhaps the ascension of an ally, or of a leader, may help you yourselves attain godhood.”

“Factions…?”

“That will be all for now, chosen souls. We shall meet again in Eryndea, before your respective challenges begin!”

Nerez looked around. Many already had groups or pairs formed beforehand and were leaving the Hall of Dawns together, amid laughter and looks heavy with longing and excitement.

“Nah… the god of the chair doesn’t need the god of the table to be chosen! Either way, I’ll keep an eye out, just in case anyone would look good on four legs…”

“Tch, who gave you permission to stand out more than me?”

Nerez heard a whisper in his ear, but when he turned around, all he managed to catch was a glimpse of two red twintails disappearing into the departing crowd.

            





Chapter 3: The White City Above the Clouds


                Nerez let out a weary sigh, and the seriousness on his face contrasted sharply with the expression he had worn until now.

He had lost his composure at the beginning, and really, who wouldn’t have after everything he had been forced to endure?

Just when he thought he was finally free and was celebrating, he found himself surrounded by a crowd that seemed anything but human…

“First, I need to understand what exactly I’ve gotten myself into… Candidates for godhood? That gigantic gate leads to a new world? Then what world am I in right now?”

Around him, the thousands of supposed candidates kept leaving the hall. The gates they passed through shone with such intensity that whatever lay beyond the threshold was impossible to make out, yet no one seemed to care.

Anyone would have been dumbfounded by the situation, but Nerez had simply lived too long. He knew gods existed. In the distant past, he had crossed paths with one… and ever since then, very few things had managed to surprise him.

“My priorities right now are to gather information while trying to stay unnoticed during this ‘Festival,’ in case that angel-faced demon realizes I escaped… But if I really am chosen as a god…? Could I stand against the Goddess of Fate?”

Nerez looked around once more. An incredibly attractive pair happened to be passing nearby, and in fact, they were drawing the attention of everyone around them.

The man was tall and handsome, with fiery hair and an air of easy confidence. His eyes seemed to reflect the sky itself. Like Lirien, he too appeared to shine with a light of his own, but while hers had been more mystical, his was fiercer.

The girl walking beside him, on the other hand, had brilliant silver eyes. Her blond hair, touched by the light, shifted in tone as she moved, from a deep gold to an almost pale yellow.

Perhaps she felt his gaze, because she turned her head for a second and gave him a small smile before continuing on her way.

The smile didn’t surprise Nerez. Many of those passing by turned to point at him and chuckle under their breath.

All he could do was scratch his head and laugh awkwardly.

“No… even if I were chosen as a god…” Nerez closed his eyes for a moment, then opened them again. “That old man had ‘Supreme God’ among his titles, but I’m certain not even he could defeat the Goddess of Fate… Mm?”

He brought a hand to his chin, deep in thought.

“The old man and his granddaughter were gods of life… does that mean there could be other gods of fate?” Nerez rubbed his arms as a chill ran through him. “I don’t want to think about that possibility…”

But it was then that a voice behind him pulled him from his thoughts.

“My Godscript says your name really is Nereziel… Have you no shame? A name like that is reserved for…”

Nerez recognized the man with the broad, cleft chin approaching him. He was the same one who had been bragging that his spiritual energy was over twenty thousand.

But before Nerez could snap back that he had no idea who had given him such a cringe name, or why, the man fell silent on his own and looked at him thoughtfully.

“No, more importantly… why does my Godscript show me nothing but your name?… Does that mean your spiritual energy is higher than mine? Impossible… Wait, that’s right, I’ve heard there are all sorts of ways to conceal information…”

“If you’re going to keep talking to yourself, may I leave? I fail to see how my presence is contributing anything to this ‘conversation.’”

“I am Odrian, son of the God of Fire of Ferendil, grandson of the great Goddess of Light of Calenna. The mere fact that I am addressing you at all should be an honor.”

“Mmm, honestly, I still don’t see myself contributing to this exchange…”

“Start by stating your lineage. If you have no relevant close kin, your clan will do.”

“Relevant? I don’t have any gods in my family, if that’s what you mean… As far as I can remember, I’ve always been human.”

“Are you serious?! Explain to me, mortal, how a human was chosen as a candidate for godhood. It can take even a demigod two hundred years to raise their spiritual energy to this level. Nature spirits and other lesser beings may take up to a thousand.”

“Well, now that you mention it, it took me a thousand too…”

“A thousand years? Do you take me for an idiot? Humans are lucky if they make it past a hundred.”

“No, a thousand lives…”

“A thousand lives?! Do you think it is wise to insult me to my face with such a lie?!”

Odrian stepped forward threateningly and stopped just a few centimeters from Nerez, but the moment their eyes met, the color drained from his face and he staggered back a few steps, as though trying to regain his balance.

“We… we will face each other in the challenges. Do not dare run.”

With those words, the demigod resumed his stride and disappeared into the crowd passing through the gates.

“I thought talking about reincarnation would be normal among gods. There was no need for him to get that angry…” Nerez scratched the back of his neck, confused. “It was the Goddess of Fate who gave me that curse in the first place.”

While mentally adding his number of lives to the list of things better not revealed lightly, Nerez’s gaze now met that of a young man with purple hair and lilac eyes.

They exchanged no words, but the young man respectfully lowered his head as he passed beside him, then vanished into the crowd.

“If my experience is anything to go by, that one wasn’t just anybody. He just made the list of people I don’t want to run into in that so-called challenge. Though really… purple hair? Lilac eyes? Am I the only normal one in this place?”

Obviously having no idea what he himself looked like, Nerez started walking toward the gates of Eferion.

***

After a few steps through the blinding light, Nerez could open his eyes again… only to rub them in disbelief.

What greeted him was a city as white as marble, spread across the peaks of five mountains and joined by titanic bridges whose pillars vanished into the clouds.

[Empyrean Peaks]

[Raised by the Primordial’s Council; a capital older than its own world, designed to be Eryndea’s divine seat.]

Apparently, the Godscript was more than a simple hologram. As soon as Nerez wondered where he was, a small window appeared before him with the explanation.

“Is this where we’re supposed to live?”

“Besides ruling over their own domains, the gods will have palaces here. But we, as mere candidates, have to share the dormitories.”

It had been a question to himself, or perhaps one asked in the hope that the Godscript would answer. But to Nerez’s surprise, it was another voice behind him that did the honors.

When he turned around, he found an athletic young man with chestnut hair and a girl with blond hair tied in a braid.

“Forgive me, I haven’t introduced myself. We’re demigods. My name is Aren, and this is Vilkie.” Aren extended a hand, offering a handshake. “Nereziel, join me. I promise we’ll make it through the Festival of the Gods together.”

            





Chapter 4: The Shadow of Destiny (I)


                Without taking his hand, Nerez let his gaze drift between Aren and Vilkie for a few moments.

“Hey, young ones, are you two dating?”

“Young ones?”

“W-we’re just childhood friends!” Vilkie replied, her cheeks turning red.

“What’s the difference?”

“I think there’s a pretty big difference…” Aren said, scratching his head.

“I see… Well, now I’m jealous.”

“What? What do you mean?”

“I mean I don’t want to go with you two. I have no interest in being a third wheel, and the whole thing reminds me of my curse.”

“You wouldn’t be a third wheel at all!” Vilkie insisted, now red all the way to the tips of her ears.

“What curse are you talking about?” Aren asked.

“The curse from that dem… from the Goddess of Fate. Among other things, I’m doomed never to find a partner…”

Faced with their baffled looks, Nerez covered his face with both hands to hold back his tears.

I knew that if you were still a virgin at thirty, you’d become a wizard, but nobody told me that by one hundred thousand I might end up as a god…!

“Why would anyone curse you like that?” Vilkie asked, tilting her head.

“I’d like to know that myself!” Nerez exclaimed.

“Still, you can relax, Nereziel. I’m sure gods can’t directly control the fate of other gods, not even gods of fate,” Aren said with a smile. “In other words, all you have to do is be chosen as a god.”

“But a goddess of fate, you say… gods of fate are unbelievably powerful, and they were already extremely rare to begin with,” Vilkie added thoughtfully. “I don’t think anyone had heard of one even before I was born.”

Nerez turned to them, eyes wide.

“You’re serious?”

“Mm? What?”

“There are no more gods of fate…?”

I mean, the fact that there had once been more than one, just as I had suspected, was bad enough… but if there are none left…

“Well, I can’t say for certain…” Vilkie explained. “The only thing I can say is that at least we don’t know of any.”

“Oh, this is a gift from the gods! A gift from Zorovan? It doesn’t matter whose it is! What a magical day! Of course I was planning to face her sooner or later… In my first hundred lives, revenge was all I could think about… But if she doesn’t even exist anymore, so much the better!”

Aren and Vilkie exchanged confused looks as they listened to the monologue unfolding in front of them.

“Does that mean you no longer have a problem with joining my faction?” Aren finally asked.

“Not at all. That’s a completely separate issue. Besides, I’m strictly single-player.”

“Pla-yar? What’s that?” Vilkie asked curiously.

“‘Player,’ and it’s not important… Look, I have nothing against you (well, a little; you make me jealous), but I want to keep a low profile, okay? The Goddess of Fate might be gone, but I still want nothing to do with gods in general anymore. I want a quiet life!”

“Mmm, only the most powerful gods can have domains of their own and decide who gets in and who doesn’t…” Aren said, crossing his arms as he thought. “But that’s exactly my goal. Nereziel, if you join me, I promise you a territory of your own within my domain, where you can do whatever you want, including living like a hermit.”

“First of all, call me Nerez. ‘Nereziel’ gives me the creeps…” Nerez sighed, though he was clearly paying a bit more attention now. “But why are you two so interested in me? Because of that whole Efe… that gate thing? Zorovan said it was a coincidence, didn’t he? So don’t mind me.”

“Your aura isn’t normal,” Vilkie explained. “It’s unbelievably dense, almost dark, like a multitude trapped within a single soul.”

“Dark…? The Sacred Darkness?” Nerez murmured to himself.

“Vilkie and I share a common ancestor, the founder of my clan, an Absolute God who rules over Light.”

An Absolute God… like Zorovan’s granddaughter? The one who’s also the Goddess of Life?

“And I hadn’t mentioned it before, but Vilkie’s family is a cadet branch of mine, which is why she’s here assisting me,” Aren went on. “We both inherited that ability to see beyond what is normal, something tied to the domain of Light.”

Nerez checked his Godscript and saw that, indeed, [Gift of Light] appeared in both of their trait lists.

“So besides being elite and childhood friends, you’re cousins or something too… hmm… I see…”

“We are not dating! And we’re not even really cousins… the clan was founded tens of thousands of years ago.”

“Haha, well, once you said you’d lived a thousand lives, everything started to make sense. In theory, even a human could gather a tremendous amount of spiritual energy that way,” Aren explained. “Though forgive me for asking… How is that even possible?”

“Right when I’d just added that to my list of things I shouldn’t reveal lightly… were you listening?”

“Yes, sorry…” Vilkie replied. “We wanted to talk to you earlier, but you seemed busy…”

“Ah, that Odren guy.”

“Odrian…” Aren corrected. “And I’m sorry. We didn’t mean to spy on you.”

“Well, whatever. Since you already heard it, there’s no point hiding it now… The Goddess of Fate didn’t just curse me never to find a partner. That was the least of it.” Nerez crossed his arms and closed his eyes. “The real curse was condemning me to reincarnate over and over without losing my memory, and always into a different world.”

Aren and Vilkie were visibly stunned. All they could do was look at each other, unsure how to react.

“To reincarnate even once without help is already extraordinary,” Aren affirmed at last.

“But to do it more than a thousand times…” Vilkie added, bringing a hand to her mouth.

“Ah, but don’t be fooled if your Godscripts list it as a blessing! It is very clearly the worst curse of all!”

“I’m sorry, I can only see your name…” Vilkie said, embarrassed.

“Same here. I know it’s a bit bold of me to invite you into my faction when your spiritual energy might even be greater than mine,” Aren said. “But strength isn’t everything. I promise you won’t regret it.”

“I see… I still don’t really understand how this whole Godscript thing works, but then I guess you’re not normally meant to see more than the name… And you still haven’t given up on trying to make me join you?!”

“More importantly…” Aren’s expression turned serious. “Reincarnating is one thing, but doing it across different worlds…”

He glanced at Vilkie again, and she gave a faint nod.

“That should be impossible. Every world has its own river of death, so to speak,” she said. “Spiritual energy is washed in those rivers, and with it, memories. In theory, you could be reborn in your original world with both your memories and your spiritual energy intact, but for a soul to move from one world to another on its own, it would have to cross the Silver Sea…”

“All rivers of death eventually flow into the Silver Sea, but reaching it is considered true death,” Aren explained. “Even the souls of gods return to their pure state there. In that place, all souls are equal.”

“Silver Sea… Silver Sea… You mean the sea of souls?”

“I suppose? It is a sea of souls, after all. But it’s known as the Silver Sea because that’s the color of souls in their pure state… just like your hair,” Vilkie replied.

“My hair? What are you talking about?”

            





Chapter 5: The Shadow of Destiny (II)


                Aren and Vilkie exchanged another bewildered glance. Vilkie pulled a small engraved mirror from her pocket and handed it to Nerez.

“No way…”

“I’m an old man!”

“…”

“…”

“No, wait… it’s shiny and silky… Not that bad… Mm?”

It wasn’t just his hair. His eyes were now deep gold and seemed to have symbols inscribed in them.

He recognized that image. It was exactly like the light at the far edge of the sea of souls, or the Silver Sea, as Aren and Vilkie called it.

He had always dreaded reaching that light. He wanted to escape the cycle of reincarnation, but for some reason, passing through it had never felt like a real option.

So instead, he had slipped past the barriers of mystical green light surrounding the Silver Sea.

Though he could only swim a few hundred kilometers toward the barrier before the waters dragged him under and he was reborn in a new world. He had to live out an entire life before he could swim again and try once more.

But now that he thought about it, that light was similar to the one emanating from Lirien, the Goddess of Life and Zorovan’s granddaughter.

“Nerez?” Aren called.

“It’s nothing… I was just realizing I’m a complete freak now,” Nerez replied, forcing himself to look away from his own eyes, those perfect reflections of that terrifying light.

“Is it your appearance? I think you have rather mysterious, attractive features,” Vilkie said.

“Thanks… But I don’t take compliments from girls with boyfriends.”

“You’re relentless. And so petty,” Vilkie grumbled.

“Haha, returning to the topic at hand. All those reincarnations would explain how dense your aura is,” Aren said, resting a hand on Vilkie’s shoulder to calm her. “When you die, your spiritual energy returns to the world, either when you are reborn or when you depart for the Silver Sea. But you’ve gathered spiritual energy from every life you’ve lived and every world you’ve visited. I don’t even want to imagine how much you’ve accumulated.”

And I don’t want to say it, to be honest…

“But Nerez,” Aren continued, “spiritual energy is just that, energy. You still need to learn how to use it… together with us!”

“Speaking of relentless…”

“I think we’ve talked more than enough about the secrets of our faction in the middle of the crowd walking through the gates of Eferion,” Vilkie pointed out. “Why don’t we head to the dormitories already?”

“Our faction? I don’t remember agreeing to anything…”

“Don’t be like that, Nerez. You already let us call you by your nickname,” Aren said, resting a hand on his back to guide him along. “We’re practically friends.”

“I strongly disagree with that. But I do agree on one thing: I want to get to those so-called dormitories already…” Nerez said, allowing himself to be led without much resistance. “I assume there’ll be dinner there, right? What do gods eat?”

“Haven’t you ever heard of gods of wine or harvest?” Aren asked. “Gods can eat the same things mortals do.”

“Though some gods prefer to eat souls,” Vilkie said, trying to make a frightening face. “To absorb their spiritual energy, of course. Haven’t you heard of sacrifices to the gods?”

“Seriously?!” Nerez blurted out, startled as he glanced around. “Do you think that goddess was fattening me up so she could feast on me?!”

“Hahaha, Vilkie is only joking. Human sacrifice is very much frowned upon these days,” Aren said, while she stuck her tongue out beside him. “Besides, from what I understand, only a small fraction of spiritual energy can be absorbed that way, and mortals have very little to begin with. It’s not efficient at all.”

“Not to mention that whether your spiritual energy is absorbed by the world or by a god, the result is the same,” Vilkie added. “Either way, the soul returns to the Silver Sea empty, in its pure state.”

“Mm…”

“Nerez, if we manage to become gods, and friends, will you tell us why that Goddess of Fate cursed you?” Aren asked, more serious now.

“I keep telling you, I want to know too. Truth is, some of the memories are blurry… it was my first life, after all… in a world called Earth…”

“I know it may be a very personal question,” Aren said. “But that ‘curse’ intrigues me quite a lot.”

“Exactly. Not even a god should be able to interfere with the Silver Sea or its rules,” Vilkie added. “There’s a very good chance the real nature of that curse is something else entirely.”

“All right, all right! But can we stop talking about the Goddess of Fate for a moment? I feel like we’re about to summon her.”

***

Zorovan had just stepped into a room with no walls at all. Before him stretched a black abyss.

But the abyss was not empty. It was lit by different suns and planets reflecting their light.

He began climbing an ethereal staircase whose steps widened and narrowed at will. At times they even turned invisible. But his stride remained steady and sure.

In the distance, remote suns became pulsing points of light and, with their glow, wove constellations and clusters framed by colored nebulae.

At times, his ascent seemed threatened by the occasional comet crossing his path. But Zorovan paid them no mind.

“Congratulations, Zorovan. It seems your granddaughter has quite a future ahead of her.”

“You’re one step away from three consecutive generations of supreme gods.”

“We’ll be keeping an eye on you, though, so don’t think you can shower her with favoritism, hahaha.”

At the top of the staircase stood a group of gods gathered around a table suspended amid the stars.

“My granddaughter can stand on her own. She doesn’t need my help,” Zorovan replied as he took his place at the table. “Though even with my help, it would not be easy.”

“Any other candidates catching your eye?”

“Several,” Zorovan replied seriously. “Especially two.”

“But Lirien is definitely a prodigy. I find it hard to believe taking control of that world would prove difficult for her…”

“What if I told you it is possible that a god of time may be born in Eryndea?”

The rest of the gods fell silent. Some looked at one another, while others lowered their heads in thought.

“That… would certainly be an event,” one of them finally said.

“And that’s not all…”

“Don’t tell us… a god of fate?”

A nervous tension began to spread through the air.

“Let’s hope not… All I can say is that not even I was shown anything beyond the name.”

            





Chapter 6: Eidolon


                “Why am I sitting between the two of you?”

“Because if I sat next to Aren, you’d keep complaining about being the third wheel,” Vilkie replied from his left, not sounding particularly concerned as she brought a silver fork to her lips.

“I’m still the third wheel! This just makes it even more awkward!”

“Don’t say that, Nerez. Think of us as your siblings. That’s what it means to belong to a faction,” Aren added from his right, taking a sip from a jewel-studded goblet.

“First of all, why are you both sitting so close to me? This table could seat a hundred people!”

The three of them were in the parlor of one of the rooms in the dormitories. But the place looked less like a dormitory and more like the private chambers of some mythological being.

Even “silver” fell short as a way to describe that “silverware”. The sheets on the enormous bed looked as though they were made of clouds, and from a waterfall of crystal-clear water in the wall sprang little channels that ran all across the room.

“I can already picture myself stepping into one of those channels if I wake up in the middle of the night…” Nerez said after looking around once more.

“Don’t worry. The water gives off a faint glow in the dark,” Aren replied with a smile.

“Look, I appreciate you guiding me to the dormitories, but how long are you planning to stay here? Don’t you have rooms of your own?”

“I bet you want to be alone when the nymphs come back to clear the plates,” Vilkie said with a mischievous smile. “You couldn’t stop staring at them, after all…”

“In my defense, they were wearing sheer togas. Anyone would’ve stared… even Aren, if you hadn’t covered his eyes with your hands…”

“Besides, what Nerez really wants is to steal the silverware and run away before the challenges begin,” Aren added, lifting a fork to his mouth. “But it doesn’t matter where you are. We’re all going to be transported there anyway.”

“Tch… there goes my master plan.”

“If you really want us gone, all you have to do is say the magic words,” Aren said, idly toying with his empty fork.

Nerez let out a tired sigh and thought for a few seconds before answering.

“All right. I don’t know how much use it’ll be to you, but you can stay near me during those so-called ‘challenges’.”

“An alliance, then!” Aren exclaimed, getting to his feet. “That will do for now. But sooner or later, I’ll convince you to join my faction, and together we’ll build a pantheon that will go down in history.”

Aren held out his hand. Nerez shook it reluctantly, and the demigod left with a satisfied smile.

“And you?”

To his left, Vilkie was still chewing, her cheeks puffed out.

“But I’m not done yet…”

“You have food in your own room!”

***

Finally alone and at peace, Nerez sat in one of the armchairs on the balcony of his “dormitory”.

“It was a risky gamble… the only thing on my mind while swimming was escaping the cycle of reincarnation, and the moment I reached that barrier of light, I threw myself into it without hesitation.”

What happened after that? Nerez had no idea how much time had passed since then. The only thing he knew for certain was that he had woken up somewhere beyond his understanding.

In the distance, he could make out the other four peaks that, together with the one he was on, formed the city of the gods, all of them filled with sumptuous palaces, hanging gardens, and rivers that spilled into waterfalls above the clouds.

“Despite having lived for hundreds of years, they have the energy of youngsters… Are all gods like that?” Nerez sighed to himself, thinking about the two demigods. “If my intuition is right, they could go far… and that means my plan to stay unnoticed and enjoy my last life in peace and quiet is going to be in danger.”

Nerez rose and walked to the marble railing.

“But if there are no more gods of fate… No. I can’t let my guard down. That angel-faced demon has to be like a cockroach. I don’t believe it’ll be that easy to get rid of her.”

“So, I’m a cockroach now, am I?”

Nerez’s blood ran cold. That voice wasn’t from the present. It was a memory, a line that had surfaced out of nowhere during that date.

“I have to be imagining things… I knew I shouldn’t have tried those mushrooms with legs.”

***

Nerez had been so tired that he had fallen asleep on the bed without even changing clothes.

And that was fortunate, because the summoning had caught him while he was asleep.

What woke him was the hard slam against the ground.

“You all right?” Aren asked while helping him to his feet.

“I am, yes. My back, not so much.”

Under Vilkie’s curious gaze and the laughter of those around him, Nerez got up and straightened his jacket as best he could.

It took him a moment to realize it, but it was the same black jacket he had worn on Earth.

Since he had been an orphan with no family in his first life, he had probably been cremated in that very outfit.

“I see the Divine Order works fast,” Aren said. “Since we’re allies, the three of us were transported close together.”

“First of all, where are we?”

“We’re still in Empyrean Peaks,” Vilkie replied.

Now the thousands of candidates were gathered in what looked like some kind of plaza beneath one of the city’s main buildings.

The building’s foundations were elevated, making it look as though the structure rested atop the summit of a gigantic wall.

It was on the platform where two staircases converged and the main one began that the figure of Zorovan appeared, though this time his granddaughter was nowhere to be seen.

“Very well, candidates. I hope you’re ready to begin the main event of the Festival of the Gods,” Zorovan said, addressing the crowd. “But first, I must make one thing clear: those who cannot invoke their Eidolon will not be able to participate.”

“Eidolon? What’s that? Can you eat it?” Nerez muttered to himself.

But Zorovan did not keep them waiting long, and the answer soon came.

“As you all know, an Eidolon is the tangible manifestation of your soul. Those who cannot give form to that manifestation will never be able to use their power to its fullest.”

“Do you two know what he’s talking about?” Nerez asked his companions, not understanding the explanation either.

“You basically have to give shape to the feeling inside you,” Aren explained, extending his hand.

“The feeling inside me? Mm… hunger? I didn’t even get breakfast, after all.”

“Hahaha, deeper than that.”

As he spoke, his outstretched hand began to glow, and the light took the shape of a sharp longsword.

Its blade was red and gave off an aura that was anything but peaceful. If Nerez had to describe it, he would say it was the opposite of Aren’s usual serenity.

“I think you’ve got some unresolved inner conflict, my friend. I recommend a psychologist…”

“A psychologist? Wait, you called me ‘my friend’. Does that mean you finally consider me your friend?”

“No, it’s just a way of speaking… Mm? But isn’t this my chance?” Nerez asked, extending his own hand. “If it doesn’t work, maybe I’ll end up in limbo, and then I can escape legally and start a farm under these mountains…”

But even as he spoke, his hand began to glow as well.

            





Chapter 7: Crimson Calamity


                The light in Nerez’s hand kept growing brighter.

Even those who were trying to invoke their Eidolons for the first time turned to see what was happening.

Or at least that was the idea, but the glow quickly became blinding.

“What happened to all that Sacred Darkness nonsense?!” Nerez shouted to himself. “I can’t see a thing with this much light!”

“An Eidolon is, in other words, a reflection of yourselves.” Oblivious to the commotion spreading through the crowd, Zorovan calmly continued his explanation. “As such, it offers a clue about the divinity you may one day attain.”

When the radiance finally began to fade, Nerez felt something heavy taking shape in his hand.

“A book?” Vilkie asked once she was finally able to lower her hand from her eyes.

“You’re right, it’s a book,” Aren affirmed beside her.

Nerez looked down at the heavy black leather book resting in his hands. At the center of the cover, an engraved silver skull lay bound beneath golden chains.

“Eidolons are more valuable than any artifact mortals could ever craft,” Zorovan declared, raising his arms toward the crowd. “But because they are a reflection of yourselves, they must develop and grow alongside you. Once you can bring out their true power, they will become your most valuable tool.”

Amid the crowd listening to the old god’s words, a fist suddenly shot into the air in triumph.

“What’s with you, Nerez?” Vilkie asked at his side. “Are you really that happy with your Eidolon?”

Nerez lowered his arm, still wearing a triumphant smile.

“Don’t you see it?” he asked. “I’m going to become the god of the library! The lord and master of peace and quiet!”

Aren and Vilkie exchanged confused glances.

“I hate to tell you this, Nerez…” Aren said at last, glancing at his Godscript. “But the challenge we were assigned isn’t exactly peaceful…”

Nerez turned to his own Godscript. Beneath the enormous letters indicating a new notice, the challenge assigned to him appeared in large bold text.

[Battle Royale]

“…”

“…”

“…”

“This is because you dragged me into your group! My Eidolon is a book! A book!” Nerez cried, dropping to his knees. “I’ve heard the pen is mightier than the sword! But at least a pen has a pointy end! What am I supposed to do with a book?!”

“Mmm… maybe you can hit someone in the head with the corner…” Vilkie suggested, tilting her head.

“For someone with such a pretty face, you say some vicious things…” Nerez complained from the ground.

“Was that a compliment?”

“Never. I don’t waste compliments on girls with boyfriends. Besides, what part of that sounded like a compliment to you?”

“Hmph!” Vilkie puffed out her cheeks and looked away. “I’m tired of denying it all the time, so believe whatever you want.”

“That sounds like a mini confession to me.”

“You’re impossible!”

“And are you going to keep rubbing your love life in my face all day, or are you going to show us your Eidolon?”

“Aren already knows it,” Vilkie said with a sigh, hands on her hips. “If I bring it out here, it might kick someone.”

“Kick someone…?”

“Vilkie, Nerez,” Aren called, having been checking his Godscript until then. “It looks like a lot of candidates got assigned to the battle royale. It’s going to get a bit rough.”

“Just what I needed,” Nerez grumbled. “Where do I go to exchange my Eidolon for something else?”

“Haha, relax, you’re getting the wrong idea. Not every member of a faction or alliance has to take part in the same challenge,” Aren explained. “So, if you were assigned to the battle royale, it’s not because of us, but because you have an affinity for whatever gets tested there, and that book of yours will surely be of help.”

Nerez let out a tired sigh. It was true that he had fought in no small number of wars, but that was exactly the opposite of keeping a low profile.

“Tell me, among the candidates you were checking on your Godscript, didn’t you see someone with purple hair and lilac eyes participating in the battle royale?”

“Those traits are pretty common,” Vilkie said. “It’d be harder not to find someone who has at least one of the two.”

“…”

“Why? Is that someone you know, Nerez?” Aren asked curiously.

“No, it’s nothing…” Nerez replied, thinking of the man he had crossed paths with on his way out of the hall. “Are you sure I can’t switch to a challenge about who knits the best scarf?”

“I’m sure,” Aren said with a smile, placing a hand on his shoulder.

“Judging by your sword, I’d say you won’t have any problems, Aren,” Nerez said as he got back to his feet. “But Vilkie, aren’t you worried about being thrown into the middle of a free-for-all?”

“I was expecting it, honestly, after all the campaigns Aren and I have been through for our clan,” Vilkie replied without the slightest concern. “Besides, if anything goes wrong, you two will protect me, right?”

“Why do I get the feeling I’m the only one who’s going to be working for free in that situation?” Nerez asked, crossing his arms. “Still, I guess I don’t have much choice…”

“You really don’t,” Vilkie said with a wide smile.

“Oh no!”

“Watch out!”

“Get back!”

“What’s happening?” Vilkie asked, stepping closer to Aren.

“When the battle royale starts, finding out that kind of thing will be up to you and your Eidolon,” Aren said.

Vilkie nodded in response.

“But for now, we’ll have to go see for ourselves.” Aren motioned for the two of them to follow.

The two demigods ran toward the source of the commotion, but Nerez remained where he was, staring up at the sky.

“Curiosity killed the cat… That’s a saying I run into in every world, one way or another…”

Nerez muttered to himself before letting out another tired sigh and heading after them.

***

Nerez pushed through the crowd until he finally reached Aren and Vilkie.

At the center of a ring of onlookers stood what looked like the aftermath of a brief confrontation.

That “looked like” part lasted only an instant, because there was no doubt the moment a bloodied head rolled to a stop at Nerez’s feet.

“Odrian…”

Nerez recognized him at once. He was the demigod who had confronted him just the day before.

“I thought the only possible outcomes in these challenges were ascending as a god or going back to where you came from…”

“In cases where the Divine Order is the one deciding, yes,” Aren explained, closing his eyes in silent respect for the fallen. “But this is the most common ending in events like the battle royale we’ll be taking part in.”

“Cerys, the Crimson Calamity… I see your title is well earned.” Zorovan’s voice rang out across the entire plaza once more. Even those who had not noticed the conflict fell silent.

“‘Crimson’? I think that’s overshadowing your sword,” Nerez whispered to Aren, who only smiled faintly. His serious gaze remained fixed on the girl with blood-red twintails.

“Just to be clear, he was the one who challenged me to a duel,” the girl named Cerys said, pointing with the tip of her lance at the head that had rolled to Nerez’s feet.

That was when her orange eyes, like glowing embers, settled on him.

Almost instantly, she lunged at him.

“Cerys.”

But Zorovan’s voice stopped her.

“As I understand it, the Festival of the Gods has already begun, has it not? Then what exactly is the problem, god of gods?”

“We must preserve at least a minimum of decorum,” the old god replied. “You were both participants in the battle royale, so I’ll let it pass this time. But save your bloodlust until everyone is ready.”

“Tch, I don’t see what difference that’s going to make,” Cerys complained, flicking the blood from her lance in one sharp motion.

After giving Nerez one last look, she turned and disappeared into the crowd, which hurriedly parted before her in terror.

“What’s her problem? Does she have something against me?” Nerez asked as he watched those twintails vanish into the distance. “Mm? Why am I getting a sense of deja vu?”

“Didn’t you see the skull at the base of her lance?” Vilkie asked. “Your book has one too.”

“What? Just because of that? If anything, Aren’s sword is the one stepping on the whole ‘crimson’ thing…”

“Aren’s sword is called Oath’s Edge…”

“That’s not it, Nerez,” Aren said. “I’d say the two of you are competing for the same domain.”

“…Does she want to be the goddess of the library too?”

            





Chapter 8: The Book of Death


                “By now, all of you should understand that this is not a game. Whoever wishes to earn their place in Eryndea must be prepared to give their life for it,” Zorovan declared from above. “And for those who have lost faith in themselves, this is their last chance to withdraw.”

Nerez stepped forward.

“The Divine Order will see to it that they are returned to the place they came from.”

Nerez stepped back.

After observing the crowd for a few moments, Zorovan nodded to himself.

“I wish you the best of luck… whether in this life or the next.”

At the candidates’ feet, what looked like magic circles began to form. It was an image Nerez would have recognized if he had not been asleep the first time.

Soon a glow engulfed them all.

***

It did not last long, maybe only a couple of seconds. By the time the light faded, Nerez, Aren, and Vilkie were already standing in the middle of a desolate green field.

This was the chance Nerez had known would eventually present itself, one he had been waiting for so he could abandon this damned challenge.

He truly wanted nothing to do with gods ever again.

But his gaze lingered on Aren, who was reassuring Vilkie with a hand on her shoulder, and Odrian’s rolling head surfaced in his memory once more.

Abandoning the two of them would leave a bad taste in his mouth.

“Only someone who knows where they’re going can take a shortcut,” Nerez muttered to himself. “I always end up taking the long way around.”

“Is something wrong?” Aren asked.

“It’s nothing,” Nerez replied, stretching. “We should get moving. We’re too exposed out here in this field.”

“Good idea. I can see a forest in the distance. That should be a good place to regroup.”

With Aren leading the way, the three of them ran to take shelter in the shade of the trees.

***

Once they were sure there were no enemies nearby, Nerez began examining his book more closely.

“Looks like this book really only has one written page.”

[Book of Death]

“A name like that on the Godscript, and this is all? What a letdown…”

“Zorovan said that too,” Vilkie explained. “Your Eidolon grows with you. Think of it as a skill you need to develop.”

“More like a whole set of skills you need to develop,” Aren added.

Nerez looked back at the only page in the book that actually contained anything. It was covered in symbols and inscriptions he had no idea how to read, along with a drawing of a skeleton carrying a spear and shield.

Fortunately, the Godscript filled in the gaps. Beneath the item ‘Book of Death’ was a section called ‘Skills’, which made it clear what the page was about.

[Skeletal Soldier]

[Even in death, a stalwart defender and a fierce attacker. You can’t break the morale of something that doesn’t have any]

[HP: 500]

[ATK: 150]

[DEF: 200]

“So those numbers are, in other words, its health, attack, and defense…”

There were other details he would have to examine carefully later, but what caught his attention most was a line that read [Proficiency: E].

If he was understanding it correctly, it would probably rise the more he used the skill.

“Skeletal Soldier… well, it does look like a skeleton in the image. But aren’t those basically the kind of starter enemy you’d run into in an RPG? The stats do seem oddly high, though it’s not like I have anything to compare them to.”

“Rp-ji?” Vilkie asked, looking at Aren, who only shrugged.

“Don’t worry, at this point we’re all more or less in the same position. Oath’s Edge also only has one skill available,” Aren said. “From the start, I wanted you on my side because I could tell you were unfathomable. Besides, having your experience would be invaluable.”

“Unfathomable? I think you need to get that ‘Gift of Light’ of yours checked… But experience, you say?”

The two young demigods nodded.

Even if they look at me like that, it’s not as if I have experience with divine conflicts or anything like that… I’m much more experienced at looking back and thinking I could have done better. Multiply that by a thousand.

“All right,” Nerez finally said, crossing his arms. “I’ll teach you an ancient trick, literally, for this kind of situation… It’s called camping.”

“Camping?” they both asked at the same time.

“We’ll hide really well and let our enemies eliminate each other.”

“…”

“…”

“Did astonishment leave you speechless?”

“Take this seriously!” Vilkie exclaimed.

“Haha, it is a good strategy if our only goal is to survive,” Aren admitted. “But if we do that, we risk the Divine Order not taking notice of us.”

“But camping is also about ambushing unsuspecting enemies…”

“Now that’s at least a real strategy… but it sounds dishonorable,” Vilkie protested.

“You just can’t please today’s youth…”

“It’s true that we’re young by demigod standards, but it still feels strange to be called ‘young’ after living for hundreds of years,” Aren replied with a smile.

“Still, it’s true that Nerez is already a grandfather even by a god’s standards,” Vilkie said with a laugh. “You might even give Zorovan a run for his money!”

“That hurt my soul a little, I won’t lie…”

“Sorry, sorry, it was just a joke,” Vilkie said, trying to hold back her laughter.

“We gods don’t think about age the same way mortals do,” Aren said with a reassuring smile. “We’re immortal, after all.”

“That’s true, I was just pulling your leg,” Vilkie said, calming down a little. “Just a little revenge for everything you’ve put me through.”

“I don’t remember putting you through anything… In any case, it’s true that I am a grandfather, so I can’t really complai- Quiet!”

Nerez finished in a low whisper, motioning with his hand for the other two to duck down.

In the distance, a small group of four figures had appeared, walking across the field they had abandoned only moments ago.

“We’re already at a disadvantage from the very start…” Nerez whispered.

“Relax. If there are only four of them, Aren can handle them by himself,” Vilkie said, resting against Nerez’s back.

“Then why did you want me on your team in the first place?… And don’t get so close. I don’t like girls with boyfriends pressing up against me. It makes me jealous.”

“That’s what I mean!” Vilkie exclaimed, though she kept her voice down. “You’re impossible!”

“In any case, I’d rather see what Aren can do before leaving him alone against four enemies… I don’t think there are firearms here, but if we at least had another sword…”

“I can personally vouch for his abilities,” Vilkie affirmed, pressing a fist to her chest.

“Girls tend to overestimate their boyfriends.”

“This joke is getting repetitive already!”

“Nerez, it’s true, you can trust me,” Aren said, placing a hand on his shoulder. “If it’s only those four, I can handle it.”

Nerez looked at him from the corner of his eye, but shook his head.

“There is one thing I could try… though using it in an actual fight without really knowing what I’m doing doesn’t seem like the best idea.”

Lifting his heavy book, Nerez opened the page that showed the armed skeleton.

“But at least it might serve as a distraction…”

            





Chapter 9: The Skeleton Hill (I)


                “Wait!”

Before they reached the crest of a hill in the first meadow, the woman in full armor leading the way signaled for her three companions to stop.

The four of them came to an abrupt halt, holding their breath.

Along with the sound of the wind stirring the leaves of the scattered trees across the meadow, a strange clattering began to drift toward them.

“It’s coming from the other side of the hill,” whispered a short man gripping two knives. “Kaliken, you’re nothing but trouble. Stay where you are. Leave this to us.”

Soon, the source of the clattering began to come into view at the top of the hill.

First came the hollow skull, then the rest of its skeletal body, protected by an ancient suit of rusted armor.

In its right hand it carried a simple wooden spear tipped with rusted steel. On its left, a round shield in the same condition.

“It’s just a skeleton…” said a burly man, lowering his war axe.

“But what’s a skeleton doing here?” asked a lean man carrying a bow and a quiver of arrows. “There are no graves or ruins in Eryndea. It’s a newborn world, after all…”

“It doesn’t matter what it’s doing here,” the burly man said, resting his heavy axe on one shoulder as he started toward it. “In a moment, it won’t be doing anything.”

“Don’t get careless, Ritten,” the armored woman warned.

“Yeah, yeah, I know.”

“It’s all yours. Shooting arrows at a skeleton would be a waste of time,” the archer added.

The burly man waved a hand without looking back, letting him know he understood.

“Ha, you’re just afraid of missing with all those holes,” the man with the daggers mocked.

“Say whatever you want,” the archer replied.

Once he was close enough, Ritten gripped his axe with both hands again.

“Hah!”

Clank!

“What?!”

The skeleton had somehow managed to withstand Ritten’s charge with its shield.

“What is this thing, the remains of some hero? A veteran of a hundred wars?” the burly man complained.

Clink! Clank!

Two quick spear thrusts shot toward Ritten, but with surprising agility, he managed to knock both aside with his axe.

“Indeed…” the armored woman said. “To withstand the charge of a demigod, this is no ordinary undead.”

“Oh, really?”

Swish!

Crack!

The short man had appeared behind the skeleton and, with a quick slash, severed its skull from the spine.

“Sounds like an excuse to me, haha-”

Thud!

“Agh!”

But before he could finish laughing, an arrow pierced his shoulder.

“Above us! On the hill!” the archer shouted.

This time, a group of ten skeletons had appeared at the summit. Three carried bows, three swords, and the other four, like the first, bore spears and shields.

“Everyone, take positions!” the woman shouted. “Beldin, can you still move?”

“The bastard ruined one of my arms, but I’ve still got the other!”

“Behind me,” Ritten shouted.

“I’ll put arrows through their skulls!” the slender man yelled, drawing his bow. “Ritten, the ones up front are yours!”

“Beldin, I’m sorry, but you have to go after the archers. You’re the fastest.”

“Don’t worry, my Lady Jidia, we all promised we’d make you a goddess, and we will,” Beldin replied as he finished wrapping his shoulder. “Besides, I still have to return the favor!”

***

The fight lasted several minutes. The skeletons were far harder to bring down than anyone in the small faction had expected.

“Is… everyone all right?” Jidia asked between breaths. Part of her gleaming armor was now cracked.

“These… skeletons… weren’t… normal…” Beldin replied, wiping the sweat from his brow with the arm he could still move.

“Ugh, I think one of those things cracked a rib,” Ritten complained, wrenching his axe free from a skeleton’s skull.

“This can’t be…”

“Endar, what is it?” Jidia asked.

The archer pointed toward the base of the hill whose summit they had taken during the battle.

“We’re surrounded.”

An army of skeletons was already lurching up the hill from all sides.

“There are at least a hundred…” Ritten murmured, stepping in front of Jidia.

“I didn’t think we’d fail the challenge because of mere monsters,” Beldin said, tightening his grip on his dagger.

“These aren’t mere monsters,” Jidia said. “Someone is behind this army.”

“My lady, please flee. We’ll hold them back,” Beldin continued.

“Flee where?” Jidia asked, drawing her sword. “My place is with all of you. I’m sorry for dragging you into my foolish dream.”

“What are you saying, my Lady Jidia? For our lord’s daughter to set out on her own and seek her fortune in a new world is a dream worthy of respect,” Ritten said, lifting his axe once more. “The only thing I regret is not being able to protect you.”

“He’s right. There was nothing foolish about it,” Endar added with a faint smile.

Jidia smiled, but a small tear slipped from the corner of her eye.

That was when a rain of arrows began to fall over them.

***

“Are they dead?” Vilkie asked.

“No, that would’ve left a bad taste in my mouth,” Nerez replied. “I have nothing against them, after all.”

“I think that bad taste is coming from something else,” Vilkie said, hiding a laugh behind her hand.

“But who would’ve imagined your skill would leap from proficiency E to C in one go?” Aren commented as he finished laying the unconscious bodies on the ground.

“In theory, it first rose to rank D, and then, after I used it again, it reached rank C…”

“Is that important?” Vilkie asked.

“I’d say so.”

“I see,” Aren said, catching on. “You mean it might not be possible to rise more than one rank at a time?”

“It’s a possibility I have to keep in mind, though I still have no way to prove it,” Nerez explained. “Maybe I just didn’t have enough… something… to push it all the way to rank C.”

“That ‘something’ is the important part,” Vilkie pointed out. “What did you do differently from us?”

“Rather than any one specific thing I did, I can think of two possibilities,” Nerez replied. “The amount of experience I’ve built up across my lives, or the sheer amount and density of spiritual energy the skill received all at once… Though we also can’t rule out a combination of both.”

“Nerez, could you tell us how much spiritual energy you have?” Aren asked thoughtfully.

“Just like that? Aren’t you going to take me on a date first?”

“Haha, I’ll wait until you’re ready.”

“I’ll take you on a date if you want,” Vilkie said with a teasing smirk.

“…”

“Say something!”

“Watch out!”

“Watch out? Don’t be ridiculous!”

“So you’re the necromancer! Victory will be ours! Die, you wretch! Die!”

A hole opened in the air above their heads, and a man with a sword shot out of it, hurling himself straight at Nerez.

            





Chapter 10: The Skeleton Hill (II)


                “If he’d spent less time shouting and more time attacking, he might’ve had a chance,” Vilkie remarked without the slightest concern for the organs beginning to spill across the grass.

“You’ve got a stomach of steel for someone with such a pretty face…” Nerez commented beside her.

“Is that a compliment or an insult?”

“I already said I don’t give compliments to girls with boyfriends.”

“…”

“But it is a shame. They didn’t seem like the kind you couldn’t reason with. Aren, now that you’ve cut their friend in two, there goes any chance of an alliance…”

“Speaking of that… being able to hear and see what your skeletons do is a pretty useful skill,” Vilkie said. “It would’ve been more impressive if you hadn’t thrown up on me.”

“Only one drop landed on your boots, don’t exaggerate… And in my defense, try receiving a hundred times the amount of information a normal human gets, all at once. It was hell until I finally got it under control!”

“I’m sorry, I still can’t regulate my skill’s output at its current rank,” Aren cut in apologetically, steering the conversation back. “I thought that if I didn’t move fast, that slash was going to go straight through Nerez’s neck…”

“In Aren’s defense, it absolutely would’ve. It’s just that Nerez had already ducked,” Vilkie said while Aren scratched the back of his head. “That’s what multiple lifetimes on the battlefield will do… his intuition already feels like a sixth sense.”

“I’m sorry…” Aren repeated, lowering his head again.

“In any case, I appreciate the gesture, Aren. And I also appreciate still having my head attached to my neck… Things like this wouldn’t happen in the scarf-knitting challenge…”

“Look, they’re glowing!” Vilkie suddenly exclaimed.

In front of them, the group of four demigods began to shine intensely until, at last, they all disappeared.

“The Divine Order disqualified them,” Aren said.

Only the body of the one who was presumably Kaliken remained behind.

“The least that so-called Divine Order could do is return his body to his family…” Nerez sighed before motioning to a couple of skeletons.

***

After spending a while praying in front of the improvised grave as a sign of respect (without Aren and Vilkie quite understanding just who he was praying to), Nerez finally turned to his companions.

“I already mentioned it on the way up the hill, but seriously, why were they four… five… no, well, four now, while we’re only three?” he complained. “Doesn’t your clan have any other young people who wanted to help you, Aren? Aren’t you some kind of elite or something? Or do you just not have friends? Did they abandon you because you spend all your time with your girlfriend?”

“I’m just going to ignore those comments from now on,” Vilkie replied as she looked around. “And as far as I’m concerned, we’re one hundred and three.”

“At first, I thought Vilkie and I would be enough,” Aren replied, sheathing the freshly cleaned Oath’s Edge before dismissing it. “But when I saw you, I decided I’d rather not have you as an enemy. And I can clearly see now that I was right.”

“Couldn’t you make the same call with a few more candidates…”

“It’s not that simple. Those who think they have a real shot at achieving something with only a small group will try it that way, so they stand out more,” Aren said, his expression turning serious. “And there are definitely some monsters competing with us who can pull that off with ease.”

The image of the twintailed girl crossed Nerez’s mind. Aren had looked at her with that same serious expression.

But almost immediately, his thoughts jumped to the purple-haired young man.

“Even the greatest clan of astral gods is trying to secure a foothold in Eryndea,” Aren continued. “Their two young prodigies are taking part.”

It wasn’t either of them! How many more dangerous people are there?! Is it already too late to run?!

“Either one of those two could do the job all on their own. Nonetheless, they act together because they belong to the same clan,” Vilkie added. “Going solo is something only a loner would do.”

“Sorry for being a loner…”

“Haha, don’t say that, you’re with us,” Aren replied, placing his hands on Nerez’s shoulders. “Although unfortunately, I don’t think I can convince you to join my faction anymore.”

“That’s true,” Vilkie agreed. “At best, I think you’d accept being our ally.”

“What’s with the change of opinion? Did you finally accept that a god of the library like me doesn’t need to be dragged into situations like these?”

“On the contrary,” Aren said with a laugh. “When I first saw your book, I only suspected it, but now I have no doubt: you’re competing for dominion over the realm of death.”

“No doubt Aren will secure a domain of his own,” Vilkie said confidently. “But if he wants to add the god of death to his faction, he’d first have to ascend as a supreme god and become Eryndea’s Overgod.”

“Wait, wait. What kind of nonsense are you talking about? The god of death? Don’t jinx me. I’m already tired of seeing souls, and honestly these skeletons gross me out a little. I doubt they’re sanitary… I don’t even want to imagine what a ghoul would be like…”

“I’ve never had the privilege of visiting any realm of death, but I’ve heard they’re among the cleanest and holiest places in existence,” Aren reassured him with a smile. “I think you’re picturing a graveyard or some catacombs.”

Nerez glanced at the skeletons wandering aimlessly around them. Some still had scraps of hair, while worms crawled out of the hollows of a few skulls.

“If you say so…”

“No one would expect servant skeletons in the realm of death. In fact, they wouldn’t expect to see skeletons there at all,” Vilkie added, picking up the skull that had fallen off one of the soldiers and setting it back in place. “The undead are called that for a reason. They still linger in the realm of the living.”

“Okay, but don’t come near me until you’ve washed your hands.”

“They’re your skeletons to begin with!”

“In any case, the god of death would be one of the worst possible outcomes,” Nerez muttered to himself. “With just one foot in this world, anyone would know my name…”

***

Not far from the meadow, in what looked like the smoking remains of a gigantic explosion, two striking figures could be seen.

“First the chair, then the library… Pfft!”

A lone girl stood at the edge of the crater of scorched earth. Every time she moved her head, her blond hair shifted in tone with the changing light.

“What’s wrong, Selene?”

A tall, handsome man with fiery hair looked in her direction from the epicenter of the devastation.

“It’s nothing. I was just remembering something… Have you finished desecrating the corpses?”

The man dropped a charred body onto the ground. Around him lay about twenty corpses in the same condition.

“Does slaughter amuse you that much?”

“Of course not. What I want is a worthy rival; this wasn’t even a warm-up… I’d have more fun if, for once, you agreed to spend the night with me.”

“Thank you, but I sleep better alone. Though if I ever need warmth, you can sit in a corner of the room.”

“Ha! Works for me. Just seeing your sleeping face is enough.”

“…With your eyes closed and facing the wall.”

“We’ll be breathing the same air all night!”

“You know what? Freezing to death doesn’t sound that bad after all.”

Selene’s silver eyes drifted toward the horizon before a new smile slowly formed on her face.

“Pfft!”

“Seriously, what is so funny?!”
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Chapter 11: The Winged Scout


                A table suspended among the stars served as the meeting place of beings known as the Primordial’s Council.

They were a group of supreme gods tasked with safeguarding harmony across the many worlds within the reach of the Divine Order.

Though at that moment, only two figures were present, watching an image manifested in the endless cosmos.

Their attention was fixed on one world in particular, one that had only just begun to bloom.

“Zorovan, to think that the world whose festival you’re overseeing on a mere whim would gather so much potential…”

“Hmph, having an excuse to visit my granddaughter is no whim. It’s a way of life.”

“Hahaha, for someone with hundreds of children and grandchildren, you’ve always doted on Lirien to an absurd degree,” said a hooded god, his face hidden in shadow. “Though I suppose that’s only natural, considering she’s a goddess of life like her grandfather, and even more talented.”

“Ha! As if you knew my limits,” the old man snorted. “But speaking of talent and potential… Mevis, you once shared dominion over the realm of death before ascending as a supreme god. What do you make of him?”

“I assume you mean the mysterious guest… Honestly, I have no idea what the primordial god is thinking.”

Mevis stared into the void above them for a moment before lowering his gaze again.

“If I had to sum him up in one word, it would be extraordinary. Those skeletal soldiers were not normal.” Mevis leaned back in his seat and clasped his hands over his chest. “It was as if the most skilled fighters among the fallen had competed with one another for the chance to be summoned by him.”

“I see…” Zorovan murmured, stroking his beard.

“Even so, if you’re worried about your granddaughter’s rival, it still isn’t decided,” Mevis continued. “Our mysterious guest has shown unprecedented potential in mastering death… but there is another candidate who seems to walk with death itself.”

The image they were watching shifted and now showed a girl with hair the color of blood wreaking havoc across a shattered battlefield.

It looked as though she had taken on an alliance of factions by herself, and only a pair of demigods remained, fleeing for their lives… and they, too, were soon reaped.

***

“Ah… blue sky, fresh wind, the scent of flowers, and not a single skeleton wandering around me. What more could I ask for?”

Reclining on the green grass of the field, Nerez took a deep breath and slowly let it out.

“Didn’t you say we were completely exposed out here in the open?” Vilkie asked, standing beside him. “Just look at what happened to the group we defeated a moment ago…”

“Relax, didn’t you see I sent a few skeletons to watch the perimeter?” Nerez replied, waving her aside so she would stop casting a shadow over him. “Those are still active. It’s important to rest once in a while. The stress of constant battles is going to catch up with you.”

“You still have skeletons summoned? I thought you’d stopped using that skill because it consumed too much spiritual energy…”

“What? Ah, no, actually, I didn’t notice the drain, now that you mention it… I should probably pay attention next time.”

“That alone tells me your reserves are impressive,” Aren said. “Vilkie, how high do you think they are?”

“At least fifty thousand…”

“I’d say even more,” Aren added, one hand on his chin.

“But even if he didn’t lose his spiritual energy when he died, he’s still human…” Vilkie replied, copying his thoughtful pose. “Don’t tell me more than a hundred thousand?! Impossible! Not even Lirien should have that much, and she’s already a goddess!”

“All right, that’s enough! Keep it up and I’ll leave you two here alone!”

Nerez frowned and pushed himself up off the grass, a few leaves stuck in his hair, which Aren and Vilkie quickly removed in apology.

“What I want to know is how long this battle royale is going to last! Nobody ever says anything! I want to file a complaint with the organizer!”

“I heard some demigods complaining that Zorovan talked too much,” Aren argued, laughing. “In any case, it could last a day, or maybe even weeks. It depends on how quickly the number of participants drops…”

“Weeks?! Ugh, we’re going to have to find somewhere to camp…”

“Near a river or something?” Vilkie asked. “Safe drinking water is important.”

“Near a river? In the exact place where every other participant would go looking for us? What’s next? Start a campfire at night so everyone knows where we are?”

“Sorry… you’re right.”

“No… I’m sorry. I keep forgetting you’re still a child,” Nerez said with a sigh, hands on his hips.

“I’m nearly two hundred…” Vilkie murmured to herself.

“Sorry, Nerez, we only have experience fighting on battlefields,” Aren apologized. “We’ve never gone through anything like this competition.”

“This isn’t the first time I’ve heard you say something like that. Why have you been in so many battles? Didn’t you have gods among your relatives? I imagine even your clan’s founder is still alive, considering he himself is a god.”

“Conflict is one of the ways gods gain more power and influence,” Aren explained. “Though our world already has an overgod, which makes disputes over gaining more territory and expanding one’s control much more complicated.”

“That’s why our clan decided we’d have better odds if the two of us tried our luck in a new world,” Vilkie added.

“I shouldn’t have asked… it sounds like my problems won’t end after this damned Festival of the Gods.”

“Relax, Nerez, we’ll be there to help you. That’s what allies do,” Aren assured him, placing a hand on his shoulder.

“The god of the library doesn’t need allies… only peace and quiet.”

“But whether it’s to find a place to set up a base, or to get a better grasp of what’s going on around us, I think it’s my turn,” Vilkie said, placing a hand on her chest.

She stretched that same hand out, and a brilliant light flared beside her.

From it emerged a majestic winged steed.

“A pegasus?”

“It’s my Eidolon,” Vilkie said proudly. “Bet you weren’t expecting a living creature.”

“Aren’t Eidolons supposed to be reflections of the soul or something like that? So this whole time… were you a horse?”

“I’m not a horse!”

“Hahaha, it just means Vilkie has a free soul,” Aren explained, though he could barely hold back his laughter.

“That’s why the first Skill my Eidolon got is fly,” Vilkie added, cheeks puffed up in annoyance.

“Your pegasus needs a Skill to fly with wings that huge?”

“You said it yourself, Eidolons are reflections of our souls,” Vilkie replied, stroking the horse. “In other words, the Skill is for me, and it manifests through the pegasus’s wings.”

“I think I get it… Still, I’m not sure I like the idea of sending you out alone to scout the terrain. Can’t Aren go with you?”

“I’m not a little girl… how many battles do you think I’ve been in?” Vilkie protested. “It’s true I only recently became able to summon my Eidolon, but it’s not like it’s my first time either.”

“All right, but if you see anything dangerous, come right back. If you can’t listen to me, this alliance is over.”

Vilkie glanced at Aren, and he gave a small nod.

“Fine, but don’t go defeating too many enemies while I’m gone, or the Divine Order is going to ignore me!”

The girl mounted her winged horse and took off into the sky.

“We should move too, at least for now. I have the skeletons keeping watch, but at the end of the day, they’re still just skeletons…”

The two of them headed for the shade of the trees while Vilkie disappeared into the distance.

But beyond whatever they might run into next, something else was weighing on Nerez’s mind…

“I didn’t know raising your skills’ proficiency was how you unlocked new ones. Seriously, no one explains anything in this place…”

Walking beside Aren, Nerez muttered to himself while checking his Godscript.

“On top of that, they give me a choice, but this Godscript, or rather the Divine Order it’s connected to, can’t be bothered to show me anything but the names…”

Nerez let out one of those weary sighs Aren had already grown used to; the demigod simply smiled beside him.

“How am I supposed to choose like this?”

[Death’s Touch]

[Soulwarden]

[Ferryman’s Due]

***

A couple of kilometers farther ahead, in the same direction Vilkie had taken, stood a tall, handsome man accompanied by a girl whose hair reflected the sunlight.

The two of them stood facing a girl with twintails as red as blood, her lance resting on her shoulder.

            





Chapter 12: Starlit Darkness


                On a desolate plain adorned by little more than a pair of trees, three figures watched one another without a word. The whisper of the breeze through the grass was the only thing breaking the silence.

That standoff did not last long, however. In the end, the redhead was the first to speak.

“I was following the sound of the explosions. I assume you two are the source.”

“And we were following the sound of screams and dying moans,” the tall man with fiery hair replied, crossing his arms and flashing a broad smile.

“I was just walking. I wasn’t particularly following anything,” the silver-eyed girl added with a smile.

The girl with twintails as red as blood lifted the spear she had been carrying over her shoulder and leveled it at the two before her.

“Now that we’ve all found each other, there’s no point in wasting time on empty words. In this challenge, when paths cross, there are only two possible outcomes: to prevail or to fall.”

“Straight to the point, huh?” The man spread his arms and settled into a fighting stance. “I like the way you think. Something tells me I’ll have to summon my Eidolon right from the start…”

“It seems you two are the same kind. All you think about is fighting… But, Helux, this one is mine.”

“What?! That’s not fair. This one actually looks like a real fight. I don’t want to keep bullying the weak anymore…”

“Taking turns? Weren’t you cowards supposed to be fighting as a faction? If you want to have any chance at all, you’d better come at me together.”

“You seem awfully confident, Cerys, the Crimson Calamity,” Selene observed, stepping forward.

“Crimson Calamity?! I’ve heard of her! Don’t be like that, Selene, let me fight, please! Just a little, okay?”

“No.”

“You know me? I don’t remember ever facing you before,” Cerys remarked, angling her spear so it pointed at Selene alone. “Though, if we had, you wouldn’t even be here.”

“I’d heard of you before, but I only saw your face this morning, after the scene you caused.”

Selene brought her hands together, and light began to gather between them. When she parted them again, a slender sword, resembling a rapier, had taken shape.

While Cerys’s spear bore a skull at the base of its blade, the guard of Selene’s sword displayed a crescent moon.

“Mm? I sense a little anger in your eyes,” Cerys mused, tilting her head. “Are you related, or something, to that clown who challenged me to a duel?”

“Anger? I don’t make room for emotions that basic… Though I admit I felt a bit annoyed when you almost lunged at my entertainment.”

With a quick motion, Selene took hold of the sword levitating before her and aimed it at Cerys.

“Entertainment? What are you talking about?”

“Yeah, what are you talking about, Selene?” Helux asked, scratching his head. “This morning I was telling you about my different training routines. I admit they’re pretty entertaining, and far more interesting than old Zorovan’s speeches, but nobody threw themselves at us…”

“Helux, why don’t you go count clouds somewhere?”

“All right, all right, she’s all yours, but only this once…”

“Tch. I don’t know what you have against me, but it doesn’t matter,” Cerys said. “What happens now would be the same either way.”

“I have nothing against you. It’s simply that your existence is becoming a slight nuisance to me,” Selene replied with a faint smile.

“What a coincidence. I think the same of every candidate in this ridiculous challenge,” Cerys shot back with a lopsided smile.

Without another word, both vanished from where they stood and reappeared in the middle of a clash of steel. The crash was so violent it sent dust billowing up from the ground.

***

“Why is the night below me…?”

Vilkie had been flying in a straight line for a while, so it was time to change course and trace a scouting perimeter around the area where Aren and Nerez were waiting for her.

But before she realized it, the ground below her had grown almost completely dark.

When she drew closer, she realized it was not total darkness, because within it glimmered points of light like stars in the night sky.

Unlike real stars, however, these did not remain still.

Every so often, one would burst in a flash of brilliance, streak forward like a beam of light, and slam into something hidden within the darkness with a metallic crash.

“Impressive, isn’t it? I’ve never seen anyone last that long against Selene, other than me, of course… I’m jealous!”

Vilkie’s blood ran cold. Floating beside her was a tall man with fiery hair who seemed to shine with a light of his own.

“Helux, of the Celestial Conclave…”

I flew too close! I’m such an idiot! I’m going to die!

Vilkie immediately wheeled her pegasus around. Her animal-like Eidolon let out a sharp neigh and beat its white wings with all its might.

“The poor thing went pale. Lucky for her, I already got bored of bullying the weak, not that I ever enjoyed it in the first place… Mm?”

Helux was about to turn his attention back to the duel, but something in the direction of Vilkie’s retreat caught his eye.

“Looks like I can have some entertainment too, after all.”

***

“Let me ask you something. Why are you so interested in becoming a god? Was being an immortal demigod from a powerful family not enough?”

Nerez stifled a yawn behind one hand. He was leaning back against the trunk of a tree, right where the forest met the plain, and he could not keep the drowsiness from creeping up on him.

“You’re awfully calm for someone in the middle of a battle royale…” Aren remarked with a smile, gazing up at the sky where Vilkie had disappeared.

“Being nervous wouldn’t help me at all.”

“I don’t think that’s something you can really control, haha.”

“It’s habit. Even you, with less than two hundred years on the battlefield, don’t seem particularly shaken.”

“You say that as if you didn’t know I’m actually pretty nervous,” Aren admitted, his smile still in place.

“Not showing it is the first step… but well? Are you going to answer my question?”

“Because of my ambition, of course.”

“… Ambition? Don’t you have some kind of tragic backstory? Some desire to rebel against the established order of the world, or something like that?”

“Just as humans walk because they have legs, and birds fly because they have wings, it is in the nature of divine beings to want to dominate,” Aren explained, lowering his gaze to Nerez. “We are not much more than animals, don’t you think?”

“So it’s an endless cycle, then? To be honest, I’m already rather tired of those…” Nerez replied, resting his hands behind his head. “Besides, I think even animals settle down once they’ve claimed a territory large enough.”

“Of course even gods can settle down, but it takes a god powerful enough standing above them…”

“A supreme god? You said something like that before.”

“Exactly. A god who seems like an impregnable wall and quiets everyone else’s thirst for power. In other words, a god capable of being crowned the overgod of his world.”

“So that old man really was that powerful… well, his titles did make it pretty clear.” Nerez closed his eyes for a moment. “Still, if I’ve learned anything, it’s that generalizing is a bad idea. I think you, in particular, enjoy going around conquering domains. It isn’t for nothing that the reflection of your soul is a sword.”

“I won’t deny it,” Aren replied, starting to laugh. “I might’ve been lumping all gods into my own category as an excuse.”

“That’s what I like to hear. You should always keep a… critical… eye… on yourself… Aren!”

“I know!”

A concentrated ray of light crashed down on them, and the explosion that followed incinerated the entire area where they had been standing.

            





Chapter 13: No Mortals Here (I)


                The dust was beginning to settle, revealing the remains of the scorched vegetation.

The trees farther away, still left standing, had little embers clinging to their trunks and branches, while everything at the point of impact had been vaporized.

“As expected, you two won’t disappoint me. It was worth coming here.”

A tall man with fiery hair descended from the sky, a glowing sphere drifting aimlessly around him.

At the very edge of the blast, Aren was pushing himself back to his feet, his clothes slightly singed. Beside him, a wall of melted shields held together by charred skeletons was collapsing and revealing Nerez, completely unharmed.

Neither of them answered at once. Their attention was fixed on what the newcomer was holding by the head: Vilkie’s limp form.

Aren raised Oath’s Edge, which he had already summoned, but Nerez stopped him, walking over and placing a hand on his shoulder.

“Leave this to me. I have an idea.”

As he watched them, Helux rested his free hand on his hip, a broad smile spreading across his face.

“Are you planning some kind of tactic? Before anything else, let me introduce myself, you’ve earned that much,” he declared confidently. “I am Helux of the Celestial Conclave. I’d like to hear your names.”

“I’m Nerez. There’s not much else to say.”

“My name is Aren, descendant of Ulzor, god of light,” Aren replied, his sword still raised. “Your reputation precedes you, Helux, though I didn’t take you for someone who’d use hostages.”

“Hostages?” Helux echoed, puzzled.

As he scratched his head, his gaze wandered from side to side until it finally settled on the girl he had been dragging across the ground.

“Ah!”

It seemed Helux had only just realized what he was doing, but Nerez did not waste the chance created by his opponent’s distraction.

Two skeletal hands shot up from the ground and clamped firmly around the demigod’s feet, while another group of skeletons emerged from below to surround him by surprise.

I thought the whole coming-out-of-the-ground thing was just a visual effect of this skill. Who would’ve thought I could use it like this?

One of the skeletons lunged at once, driving its sword straight toward Vilkie. There was no doubt it was going to pierce her.

“Hahaha!”

Far more delighted than alarmed, Helux tossed Vilkie into the air, only for another skeleton to catch her midair.

Bringing his hands together, Helux caught the blade between them, wrenched it away from the skeletal soldier as if it were a toy, and cut off its head with that same sword.

“By the way… I wasn’t planning to turn that cutie into a hostage, so don’t get me wrong,” he said as he examined the rusted sword he’d taken from the skeleton. “But I also didn’t expect you’d sacrifice her so easily. With her that close, I had no way to defend myself from that thrust, and it would’ve skewered both of us… A rather ruthless strategy, I must say…”

With two swift slashes, he severed the hands of the skeletons gripping his feet.

“The plan was never to sacrifice anyone. If you hadn’t managed to move her in time, I was confident I could stop the skeleton’s thrust before the wound got too deep,” Nerez replied, taking Vilkie into his arms as the skeleton handed her over.

“I’d rather not be skewered at all, to be honest…” Vilkie’s voice was soft, almost too faint to hear. “I’m sorry… thank you…”

That “I’m sorry” was almost certainly about the fact that, without meaning to, she had led Helux straight to them.

“Hmph. I’m not interested in thanks from girls with boyfriends.”

A smile touched Vilkie’s lips before she lost consciousness.

After quickly checking the demigoddess’s condition, Nerez carefully leaned her against the trunk of a tree.

“How is she?” Aren asked once Nerez returned to his side.

He still had his sword trained on Helux, but the demigod was too busy tearing through the skeletons that had rushed him all at once.

“Badly injured, but nothing life-threatening. How do you see the situation?”

“He hasn’t shown another opening worth exploiting since that first feint with Vilkie. If I rush in blindly, I’m probably not coming back.”

After cutting down three skeletons in a single sweep, the rusted blade finally snapped. Helux glanced at it in disappointment before tossing it aside.

“These aren’t normal skeletons,” he said at last, looking at Nerez and Aren. “For a mortal, even one of them would already be a headache.”

At that, the glowing sphere floating near him began to shine with great intensity and rose above his head.

“But there are no mortals here.”

A concentrated ray of light shot out from the sphere, tracing a circle around Helux and vaporizing every skeleton around him.

By the time the new cloud of dust began to clear, the demigod realized that Nerez and Aren had disappeared.

“What?! They ran off after my epic delivery?!” Helux blurted, scanning the area. “No, the cutie’s still there, slumped against that tree trunk… Then-”

!!

Helux never got to finish. Aren burst out of the last cloud of dust, both his eyes and his sword shining with an ominous red light.

“Predictable!” Helux barked.

The sphere of light above his head exploded again, and a ray shot straight toward Aren.

“Severance.”

Aren’s sword moved, trailing red light in its wake, and cleaved straight through the concentrated ray of light rushing toward him, splitting it in two.

Helux’s eyes went wide as the severed attack flew harmlessly past Aren and exploded behind him.

“How can someone cut light?! What are you?!” he exclaimed, thrilled, almost gleeful.

But that was when instinct made him turn around.

“What?! How did I not notice?!”

Nerez had been hiding behind a tree and started moving the instant Aren launched his attack, masking his presence as he closed in. Now his hand was only inches from Helux’s face.

Death’s Touch

He didn’t have to say a word. The skill he had just selected activated on its own the instant his hand closed around Helux’s face.

            





Chapter 14: No Mortals Here (II)


                “Aaaaaaagh!”

Helux’s desperate scream was followed by a brutal kick that sent Nerez flying and slammed him into the charred trunk of a tree.

“Gah!”

After the impact, Nerez felt like he couldn’t breathe, though fortunately it only lasted a few moments.

The fact that the charred trunk shattered to pieces must have helped keep his ribs intact.

“Aren…! What are you doing?! Now’s your chance!”

Aren, who had been standing there frozen, watching Helux clutch his smoking head and groan in pain, snapped out of it at Nerez’s shout.

“Sorry!” Aren shouted back as he lunged at Helux.

But his advance was abruptly cut short by an explosion of light that forced him to leap back.

“Damn it…” Nerez muttered, steadying himself after that monstrous kick.

[Death’s Touch]

[No mortal can resist the inevitable; mark those whose time has come]

“What an unnecessary skill for a librarian… And just as I expected, it wasn’t going to be very effective against an immortal demigod. But it seems it wasn’t for nothing either.”

[Cursed]

[-30% to all stats]

“Hahaha, I honestly wasn’t expecting that kind of attack at all,” Helux laughed, lowering his hand from his face.

There were no burns on it. It was as if the smoke, or whatever it had been, had risen from his very soul.

“I’ve decided it would be a shame to eliminate you from our little festival… But…”

The sphere floating above Helux’s head suddenly burst in a blinding flash of light.

This was far from the first time Nerez had gone through something like that, so he had managed to shield his face in time. But when he opened his eyes again, Helux was already standing in front of Aren.

“Guh!”

It was a savage punch to the stomach. Aren had no time to react; after the blow, he collapsed against Helux’s arm.

With a single motion, the demigod slung him over his shoulder.

“This young man has potential, but he needs guidance if he’s going to shine. So I’m bringing him into my faction, taking him under my wing, so to speak. You, on the other hand… would be much harder to control.”

As he spoke, the forest filled with the clatter of advancing bone and metal. The sound grew and multiplied until it became a single ominous murmur.

By the time he finished speaking, an army of a thousand skeletons had already closed the circle around him completely.

Dozens, then hundreds of bows rose in unison, taut and ready, aimed to punish the slightest movement.

“I wish I could say this is getting interesting. But for my Eidolon, destroying a hundred skeletons isn’t much different from destroying a thousand,” Helux remarked with a shrug.

“In one blow, with your stats reduced that much? If you fail, will you really be able to defend yourself with only one hand?”

“Hahaha, it’s true that, for some reason, your skeletons seem able to pierce my skin, but me having only one hand free in this situation is more of a disadvantage for you,” Helux shot back, adjusting Aren on his shoulder. “Weren’t you the one who said you weren’t going to sacrifice anyone?”

“What do you even want Aren for in the first place?”

“Because I plan to take control of Eryndea sooner or later, and wonderful as I am, I’ll still need a little help if I’m going to overcome Zorovan’s granddaughter,” he replied with a smile.

“And can you force someone in this world to fight for you against his will?”

“That depends on the kind of oath one swears before the Divine Order. But don’t worry, I have no intention of forcing him to do anything against his will,” Helux reassured him. “I won’t just protect him. I’ll make him one of the most powerful gods under my command.”

“Would he get a bigger domain than he could win on his own?”

“Of course. He’d be part of my faction, after all.”

Nerez crossed his arms and thought with his eyes closed for a couple of seconds.

“I wouldn’t mind continuing this encounter. But to be honest, I’d rather let you grow a little and meet you again outside this festival,” Helux went on with a smile. “When we can use our artifacts instead of just Eidolons.”

“There was a rule like that? Not that it makes any difference to me… But then again, no one running this whole thing ever bothers explaining anything.”

“Hahaha, but that’s common knowledge!… Honestly, I prefer close combat, but fists aren’t really my style. I miss having my true weapon back in my hands…”

He let out a small laugh, miming the grip of an imaginary weapon, but his expression soon turned a little more serious.

“Though if you really insist, I can make you disappear right now…”

“Don’t underestimate me. I’ve died a thousand deaths. One more won’t make a difference.”

Wow. I thought that sounded cool, but now that I think about it, it’s just really sad… Also, I really don’t want to die at all. What happens if I get sent back to the Silver Sea?

“Hahaha, I didn’t mean to offend you,” Helux replied apologetically. “I don’t know what you mean by a thousand deaths, but it’s true you’re not just anybody.”

Nerez let out a tired sigh and loosened his grip on the Book of Death.

“All right. Aren wanted a faction and more power, after all,” he said before meeting Helux’s eyes. “If you keep your word, I suppose I don’t mind leaving him in your care.”

“You can count on that.”

“But… honestly, I have no interest in ‘growing’ any further. Could you just stop showing up in front of me?”

As they spoke, the ground began to tremble in unison, and from every direction a tide of fallen warriors surged forth.

The trees that had finished burning collapsed beneath the stampede of bone and metal, turning the horizon into a continuous tide of death.

There were no longer a thousand skeletons surrounding them, but ten times that number.

Helux let out a low whistle as he looked around.

“It seems I’ve underestimated you! You’ve really got my attention now!” he exclaimed, thrilled. “Now we absolutely have to meet again, with all our artifacts.”

“Isn’t that the exact opposite of what I just told you?!” Nerez protested in exasperation. “Besides, I don’t have any ‘artifacts’!”

The sphere floating above Helux’s head shone more brightly, but not in preparation for an attack. Instead, it was lifting the demigod into the air for his retreat.

“Wait! I’m going too… I-I’m going too…”

Vilkie’s battered figure appeared beside Nerez.

“Are you sure? He’s the one who left you in that state…”

“Ah, yes, that was my fault,” Helux admitted, scratching his head. “I wanted to stop the cutie from warning you, but I hit her harder than I meant to and she crashed into the ground.”

“Normally I’d be dead already. This is a battle royale, after all,” Vilkie pointed out. “The fact that I’m still here says a lot.”

“Well, I’d already decided I wasn’t going to bully the weak, so I wasn’t about to change my mind that quickly,” Helux declared. “And while nobody asked for my opinion, I don’t mind taking the cutie along as a bonus.”

“Sorry, Nerez. We’re allies, but we’re going to leave you alone…”

“Ha, that’s all I wanted from the start. Take care of your boyfriend for me, all right?”

Vilkie gave him one last smile and made her way over to where Helux was waiting. He lifted her by the waist and began to levitate again.

“If anything happens to either of those two, then you and I are going to have to face each other,” Nerez warned, signaling his skeletal soldiers to lower their bows. “And I’d hate that, so do me a favor and keep them safe.”

“Hahaha, I’ll be looking forward to the moment we meet again, but don’t worry!” Helux called down from above. “My faction is going to become the most powerful faction in this world!”

Before long, he had already vanished into the blue sky of Eryndea.

“There are none so deaf as those who refuse to hear…” Nerez sighed tiredly.

Around him, the army of thousands of skeletons waited in silence.

The sight sent a chill through him, so he made them disappear almost immediately.

“I only knew them for a day and a half, but I’ll miss them. They were good kids,” Nerez said, stretching to work the tension out of his body. “Though I have a feeling… no, the certainty, that they’re just as thirsty for glory as everyone else here. So growing within a powerful faction won’t do them any harm.”

Dusting off his jacket, now covered in ash and dirt, he started walking. He had no idea how many enemies the sound of those explosions might have drawn, but he wasn’t about to stay and find out.

“Now then, unpleasant as that encounter was, it did let me confirm three things. First: my skill’s proficiency only rises when I use it at its maximum potential. In other words, summoning a hundred skeletons again did nothing. Only when I summoned the full thousand did the proficiency rise a rank.”

Nerez opened the heavy black book in his hands. On the page beside the one with the skeletal soldier was the image of a hand that seemed to be made of black mist.

“Second: even though I summoned ten thousand skeletons, the proficiency didn’t rise another rank. So rank A seems to be the endpoint for skills… or at least that’s what it looks like for now.”

Even as he spoke, his attention remained on the Book of Death. When he turned the page, strange shapes and symbols were moving around it, as if impatient to form a new image.

“Third: apparently, getting new skills is pretty easy…”

After saying that, his gaze shifted to a small holographic tab floating nearby.

[Soulwarden]

[Memento Mori]

[Requiem]

“And once again, the Godscript wants me to choose based on the name alone…”

***

After several minutes of flying, Helux descended with Aren still unconscious over his shoulder and Vilkie asleep from sheer exhaustion in his other arm.

“Selene, look what I adopted… Selene?”

The night she had summoned had dispersed, and the land it had once covered had now been reduced to ruins.

But there was no trace left of either Selene or her opponent.

            





Chapter 15: A Moonlit Encounter


                [Soulwarden]

[Proficiency E]

[Bind a soul to serve as a warden of death]

For a few moments, Nerez studied the skill he had just chosen as it hovered on the holographic screen before finally letting out a sigh.

“Now I understand why the Godscript doesn’t even bother showing descriptions when it asks me to choose. If they’re all like this, I wouldn’t have the slightest idea what they do anyway… What’s a ‘warden of death,’ and why would I want one?”

The shapes and symbols that had been drifting about aimlessly now formed the image of a hooded figure holding a scythe.

“A grim reaper? Who in their right mind would want anything to do with a grim reaper…? I have a feeling this skill is going to stay at the bottom of the drawer.”

He went back to the tab in his Godscript that displayed the information for one of his other skills.

[Death’s Touch]

[Proficiency D]

[Immortality is but a state, all the more so for the weak and wounded; mark those whose time has come]

“Just like with skeletal soldiers, the description changed along with the proficiency. And since it talks specifically about immortals, I doubt it’s referring to gods just yet. It’s probably talking about demigods and the like.”

His gaze drifted to the blue sky, toward the direction where Helux had disappeared.

“It’s not that I want to keep using a skill like this, but I have to admit, it isn’t bad to have it in reserve.”

He had spent quite a while wandering through the forest without any real destination, and fortunately he still had not run into anyone.

“But seriously, what am I even supposed to do now? Keep fighting complete strangers? What for? I should be able to live out my last life in peace now that I escaped the cycle of reincarnation.”

Without realizing it, he had reached a small stream, so he took the chance to drink a little water, easing his thirst while fooling his breakfast-starved stomach for a while.

“If I’m not chosen as a god, they might drag me back to the Silver Sea by force…”

Since his worries refused to leave him alone, he sat down on a rock to think.

“But being a god is the exact opposite of having a peaceful life. Though, to begin with, I’m not even sure I really escaped the cycle of reincarnation… In that sense, immortality might be the alternative.”

He leaned back and laid the open book over his face.

“That sounds like a different kind of eternal punishment… Ngh… Ugh… Gah!” he burst out, jerking upright and dropping the book onto his lap in the process. “I’m going to be a hermit god like I planned, and that’s final!”

He rose with renewed energy… only to lose heart again almost immediately.

“For that, I’d still have to keep fighting? Well, more like throwing skeletons at people…”

He looked up once more and noticed that, between the treetops, the light was already beginning to fade.

“If I leave the skeletons on watch while I sleep, camping near a stream shouldn’t be much of a problem. The problem is that I don’t want to spend the night alone with the skeletons…”

Pushing past his reluctance to use skeletal soldiers, he sent a pair of them off to try their luck hunting.

He could have done it himself, drawing on one of his past lives as a hunter, but he had no desire to touch those dead men’s bows.

To his surprise, they were back in no time with a rabbit, which he chose to clean himself.

***

“I think I heard Aren say this area had already been ‘cleared’ of monsters for the battle royale. But as far as animals go, they seem pretty similar to the ones on Earth,” Nerez mused as he bit into a roasted rabbit leg. “Ugh, it needs salt… Actually, it could’ve used a good soak in salt water to get rid of that gamey taste.”

By then, night had already fallen, and he had ended up camping some distance away from the stream. In the end, he had not liked the idea of sleeping surrounded by walking skeletons.

He had still used them to guard the perimeter while he cooked the rabbit, though. But now that darkness had fully set in, he had dismissed both the fire and the skeletons.

The moon was already visible, its light filtering through the treetops. It fell more fully across a clearing not far from the bed of leaves he had made for himself (while praying there were no venomous bugs nearby).

“Mm…? I think sleep is finally catching up with me. I could swear I see a figure standing in the middle of the clearing…”

He rubbed his eyes, but not only did the figure fail to disappear, it raised both hands as if to show it was unarmed.

“Uf… just what I needed…”

He got to his feet and began walking toward it, one hand gripping the Book of Death tightly.

The moon that night shone with a yellow tint, though it was closer to white than anything else. It was the same color as the hair of the girl waiting for him in the clearing.

Her eyes were a silvery shade unlike Nerez’s hair, brighter, more alive, and they watched him with a mixture of curiosity and amusement.

“Look, I’m really not in the mood for trouble right now,” Nerez said as he stopped in front of the newcomer. “If you leave me alone, you can have a piece of rabbit.”

“Haha, a piece of rabbit?” the girl echoed.

“That’s right, a piece. I need to save some for breakfast.”

“Pfft!”

The newcomer looked as though she was struggling to hold back her laughter, but she managed to keep talking.

“No… don’t worry, I’m not here for your food, nor am I here to start trouble. My name is Selene. I come on behalf of the Celestial Conclave.”

“Celestial… Conclave?”

The name brought back some very recent and very unpleasant memories.

“It seems a member of my clan offended you. That dense fool never realizes what he’s doing…” Selene sighed, pressing a hand to her forehead. “That’s exactly why they sent me along with him, to make amends for whatever damage he might cause.”

Nerez’s expression made it painfully obvious that he did not understand a word of what he was hearing.

“Offended me? Aren’t we taking part in a battle royale? To be honest, I appreciate the thought, but what I find much stranger is that you still haven’t attacked me…”

“One has to know how to choose one’s battles,” Selene replied with a smile.

“I see…”

“Which is why I consider joining your faction, Nereziel, compensation enough for the damage Helux caused by abducting your allies.”

“…”

“…”

“No thanks. It’s enough for me if you just treat them well.”

“…”

“…”

“Too late. I’ve already sworn my loyalty before the Divine Order. You can check it in your Godscript.”

Nerez hurriedly brought up a holographic screen and quickly found the lines he was looking for.

[Leader of unnamed faction]

[Members: Nereziel / Selene]

“How did this happen without my consent?! I refuse to accept it! I demand a lawyer!”

“Hahaha! Calm down, Nereziel, it’s not as if you’re being forced to do anything.”

Still clutching his head, Nerez turned back toward the source of his problems. “First of all, didn’t your parents teach you not to talk to strangers?! But you’re on a whole different level! You swear loyalty to them!”

“Swearing loyalty isn’t some kind of slave contract,” Selene explained, still trying to contain her laughter. “It only prevents me from acting against you. Think of it as my way of earning your trust.”

“I think you’re getting the exact opposite result…”

“If you wanted to give me orders, you’d have to make an oath of your own and seal the pact,” she added.

“An oath from me? The only thing I’d swear is that I’m going into a cave and never coming back out. First of all, why this interest in me? How is it supposed to help your clan if you join me instead of Helux? None of this makes any sense…”

“Your allies belonged to a clan blessed with the gift of light, didn’t they? I’m fairly skilled in those arts myself. I can see things others can’t…” Selene replied with a mysterious smile as she began to circle him.

“Your clanmate seemed much more knowledgeable about that whole light business, and he tried to kill me without the slightest hesitation…”

“Of course, there are exceptions like Helux, who possess so much light that they end up blinding themselves with it.”

“But seriously, what do all of you see that draws you in? Can you at least tell me what it is, so I can throw it to the bottom of the ocean? Assuming it’s not plastic, of course…”

“Hahaha, on the contrary, what makes it interesting is precisely what we can’t see, even with the power of light.”

“Nereziel… What is ‘plastic,’ by the way?”

“… It’s nothing. And I’d rather you call me Nerez. “Nereziel” gives me the chills.”

Selene finally came to a stop. She stood with her back to him, both hands clasped behind her.

It was probably a display of trust in him… or in her own abilities.

“But don’t worry… Nerez, I’m not going to bother you. I have plans of my own, and a domain to look after.”

“What do you mean?”

“Can’t you see it in your Godscript?”

He looked at her again, this time with his Godscript active.

Two titles stood out clearly above the rest of the information.

[Goddess of the Moon]

[Major God]

“Not to sound like Helux, but it was honestly rather anticlimactic how easily I was chosen…”

There were still plenty of things that did not add up in Nerez’s mind, but his long experience had not been for nothing. The moment he realized this future goddess had already gained the means to stand on her own, something clicked inside him.

“You aren’t using me as an excuse to slip free of your clan’s grasp, are you?”

“Doesn’t that seem fair to you?” Selene asked, turning back to face him.

“No. I don’t even know you, and I’m not getting anything out of this. Why would it?”

“Nothing? Aren’t you securing yourself one less enemy?” she asked between laughs. “Wasn’t peace and tranquility what you wanted?”

“Quite the opposite, I think I just gained a whole lot of enemies this very moment…”

“Besides, contrary to what you seem to think, it isn’t the gods who stay out of trouble who live most peacefully, but the ones with the largest factions.”

“I am absolutely willing to debate that…”

“Ah, what a shame. They won’t even give me time to talk…” Selene lamented.

A glow had already begun to appear around her.

“Could you please not become a beacon and draw even more trouble my way?”

“Pfft! Hahaha… don’t worry, I’m already leaving. But I assure you, we’ll meet again.”

“Wouldn’t letters be enough? I’d appreciate one saying you no longer swear loyalty to me…”

“Speaking of my loyalty, it isn’t free. I expect great things from you,” Selene said with a smile; by then the radiance had grown so bright her face was already hard to make out. “You could start by defeating the little nuisance that slipped away from me and securing your authority over the laws of death.”

As soon as she finished speaking, the radiance erupted into a pillar of light that vanished along with the new goddess.

…

“She’s billing me for something I never bought, and on top of that she wants me to clean up after her… And I don’t even know who she’s talking about! Why does no one in that clan ever listen to a word I say?!”

…

Nerez stared at the spot in the clearing where the pillar of light had disappeared.

…

“And now I’m going to have to move camp in the middle of the night…”

***

Far from there, in one of the palaces of Empyrean Peaks, a girl with hair the color of cherry blossoms watched the challenges with keen interest.

Her emerald eyes were fixed on one event in particular.

“After all, the Queen of the Night has yielded to the Lord of Darkness…”

Lirien, the Goddess of Life and Zorovan’s granddaughter, rose from her seat and left the room.
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Chapter 16: The Lord of Darkness


                More gods than usual had gathered around the table suspended above the stars. The Festival of the Gods had already been underway for several days, and its most striking challenge, the battle royale, was at its peak.

“Oh… that young god has promise.”

“Has it already been confirmed that he’s the new god of war?”

“It has. You can see for yourself.”

“He has composure, cunning, character, and, above all, a thirst for conquest. Helux was very shrewd to make him swear loyalty before ascending himself.”

“The member swears loyalty, the leader swears protection; that’s how the pact that forms a faction is truly sealed.”

The image manifested in the endless cosmos showed Aren sheathing his sword after single-handedly wiping out a group of demigods.

“The demigoddess accompanying him ascended as well, it seems…”

“What did she become again? A lesser goddess tasked with gathering the souls of the finest warriors fallen in battle?”

“Yes, though of course it will only apply to mortals who worship the god of war.”

“Correct. The true master of souls has yet to be decided,” declared Zorovan, straightening in his seat.

Beside him, Mevis gave a silent nod.

“In that sense, I don’t know whether it was such a good idea for Helux, the new god of the sun, to snatch those two youngsters away,” Zorovan continued.

It seemed as if Aren and Vilkie had been trying to find someone, but time ran out. They began to glow, and a moment later vanished from the battlefield.

“Mmm, yes, that’s true,” another god remarked. “And let’s hope it gets settled soon. The two candidates for god of death have been wreaking havoc in the battle royale…”

“Don’t even mention it,” a goddess cut in. “The Crimson Calamity eliminated the other two candidates for god of war at the same time.”

“Although, in my opinion, young Aren would have earned that position either way,” another of those present pointed out.

“And not to mention the other candidate…” Zorovan sighed, stroking his beard. “Lirien, Eryndea is full of fierce rivals…”

The image shifted and now showed an alliance of demigod factions battling a tide of steel and bone.

***

“Watch out!”

“Noooo!”

Clank

Thunk

“There are too many! We have to fall back!”

Clank

Clink

Clink Clank

“Aaaaaagh!”

“There’s a battalion behind us… They cut off our path!”

“No… no, it can’t be… I can’t die here! I’m the future god of wind!”

Swish!

Shhk!

“Aaaaaaaaaaaa!”

“Percus, we have to escape!”

One of the men among the few pockets of demigods still left amid that sea of death grabbed his companion by the shoulder and urged him to come with him.

“Ionas… you were alive,” his weary companion replied. “Escape where? This is the end…”

Clank

“Ugh…”

One of the demigods beside him had just been struck down, but Ionas paid him no mind.

“Don’t say that, Percus! We can get out of this… We always have!” the demigod shouted, still trying to drag his companion away.

“And escape for what? What’s the point of going on living after this humiliation?!” Percus shot back while fending off two skeletal soldiers.

“We’ll come back!” Ionas shouted. “We’ll come back with more allies and defeat the Lord of Darkness! We’ll become gods!”

Clank Clink

Another demigod nearby had just fallen.

“We already came back!” Percus snapped in return. “The first time the Lord of Darkness let us escape, it was a warning!”

“But this time… we’ll bring more… more allies…” Ionas’s eyes widened. “Where is she?! Why did we bring her if she’s just going to disappea-”

Shing

Ionas never finished the sentence. A sword came down and severed his head.

“Ionas…! Damn you, Crimson Calamity!”

Thud

“Aaaaaagh…”

Percus’s scream died in his throat when a rusted spear pierced his back.

***

From the summit of a mountain, Nerez watched in frustration the hell that had broken loose below him.

But it was almost over. The horde of demigods that had come to kill “the Lord of Darkness,” as they called him, had been reduced to only a couple of stragglers.

“Ah… those were the last two…”

He brought his hands together in a gesture of respect, though he was not truly praying, since he had no idea to whom.

“How did it come to this?”

Nerez let out a weary sigh as he dismissed the ominous army, which vanished as the earth swallowed it whole.

“All I want is to spend my days sleeping in a secluded cave. Is that really too much to ask? Though I guess that’s the dream for most people too, minus the cave part…”

One after another, his skeletons on watch kept alerting him to attacks by desperate demigods who still hadn’t managed to ascend.

All of them had somehow heard rumors of a so-called “Lord of Darkness,” and had come to test themselves against his army of skeletal soldiers.

“Is the problem that I use the skeletons to guard the perimeter? Is that why they find me so easily?”

Nerez pushed himself off the log he had been leaning on and started walking toward the cave he had found the day before.

“And if I let them escape, they come back with reinforcements… Why is everyone so desperate to throw themselves at a wall of skeletons?!”

The way down the mountain was not particularly difficult. He was no demigod, but apparently his body was no longer that of an ordinary human either, and he could move with far greater speed and agility than normal.

If not for that, Helux’s kick would probably have killed him back then.

“And what am I getting out of all this? Skills that have already reached their maximum proficiency rank, like skeletal soldiers, don’t give me experience, or whatever it is that unlocks new skills…”

At the foot of the mountain, as he passed through a clearing in the forest, a chill ran down his spine. The memory of that encounter came back to him.

“Ugh… clearings bring me bad luck… Mm?”

He had barely finished that sentence when a figure emerged from the shadows and blocked his path.

It was the same girl with blood-red twintails who had lunged at him at the very beginning, in the plaza of Empyrean Peaks.

Her orange eyes glimmered with tiny sparks, as if they were ready to set fire to anything that dared cross her gaze.

“Tch. I knew you were the reason I still couldn’t ascend.”

            





Chapter 17: Crimson Fate


                “Look, I know you were probably looking for me, but can we just pretend we never ran into each other and go our separate ways?” Nerez asked, scratching his head.

“If you already know I was looking for you, why even ask?” the newcomer shot back, pointing her lance at him.

“Because hope is the last thing you lose…”

Nerez let out a tired sigh, tightening his grip on the black book at his side.

“I already told you. You’re the reason I still can’t ascend. This conflict is inevitable.”

“What do I have to do with you? And for that matter, with everyone else trying to come after me…”

“The others are just chasing glory. They think making a name for themselves might still give them a chance to ascend… tch, what a bunch of fools,” the girl replied, looking toward where the battlefield had been. “Or rather, they were… You’re powerful. I’ll give you that.”

I just throw skeletons at people…

“But my case is different. You and I are candidates for the same domain in this new world.”

“I’d heard that already… Couldn’t I just hand it over to you, by any chance? The library, death, whatever it is? I’d be perfectly happy as the god of sitting around and doing nothing.”

“That’s not how this works, and it’s not what I want either!” the redhead shouted, shaking her lance. “I want a fair duel!”

“Ugh… Why are all you immortals so difficult?”

“I’m me, Cerys. Don’t lump me in with the rest. I’ll become a goddess and prove everyone in my village wrong.”

The girl took her long lance in both hands and settled into a stance that made her look ready to spring at him at any moment.

“Your name was Nereziel, if I remember correctly. Prepare yourself.”

“Nerez is enough… But there are villages of demigods? Seeing Aren and Vilkie, I thought they lived in their clans’ domains alongside the gods…”

“I was a fire spirit before I became a demigoddess. My home lies deep inside the volca- Wait! That’s none of your business!”

“Mm? Wasn’t that Odrian guy the son of a god of fire…? Does that have anything to do with your duel with him?”

“I already said that’s none of your business!”

“Boo! If the people in your village said you were aggressive, let me tell you, they had a point.”

“Silence! Nerez, bring out your Eidolon already!”

Nerez let out a sigh and opened the heavy Book of Death in his left hand. Then he raised his right arm, palm up.

Soon the ground trembled, and countless skeletons armed and clad in rusted metal began to rise all around him.

“Honestly, I’m already getting tired of being dragged into this kind of situation,” Nerez muttered, his eyes fixed on his opponent. “At this rate, I’m going to have to find whatever the Divine Order actually is and have a few words with it.”

“I didn’t come here to listen to your complaints,” Cerys snapped, tightening her grip on the lance. “I came here to take your head!”

Cerys shot forward at tremendous speed, but her path was already filling with skeletons, while Nerez himself disappeared deeper into the skeletal horde (with visible distaste at having to do so).

She had barely taken a few steps before twenty skeletons were already closing in around her, but they were effortlessly decapitated by Cerys, who used the bladed head of her lance as though it were a sword.

The dead army reacted at once, and a rain of arrows came down on her.

Cerys did not flinch. Even as she spun, she whirled her lance at superhuman speed, knocking away every last arrow.

Without slowing down, the girl with blood-red twintails lunged at the next group of skeletons.

This time she did not even bother aiming for the gaps in their armor. As if she wanted to make it clear she had been able to do it all along, every swing of her lance split entire groups of them in two.

Those earlier precise cuts, aimed at the spine through the gap between helmet and chestplate, had been nothing but showing off.

To stop the demigoddess’s advance, a regiment of skeletons locked their shields together, forming a wall. But Cerys used it as a platform, vaulting into the air to locate Nerez in the distance.

Dodging spears and arrows midair, she landed on a pair of skeletons, used them as footholds, and launched herself at him, crushing them in the process.

Using skeletal soldiers as stepping stones, Cerys hurled herself forward at such force that they shattered beneath each push, closing in on her target at great speed.

Nerez flicked a hand. At once, another wall of skeletons rose in front of her, piled atop one another with rusted spears leveled her way.

She did not hesitate for even an instant. Hurling her own lance like a javelin, she slammed it into the wall of skeletons, tearing through countless of them and sweeping several more away with the pressure of the wind alone.

Without missing a beat, Cerys reached the mound of shattered skeletons her attack had created and, after recovering her lance, leapt and drove it into the ground.

“Inferno.”

At her words, the eyes of the skull at the base of her lance’s blade glowed red, and the ground began to split from the point where the weapon had been planted.

Another tremor shook the battlefield, but this time it came from Cerys. The earth cracked open, and fire and magma surged up from the depths.

The skeletons that did not fall into the abyss were consumed by what rose out of it, and the path to Nerez was left wide open.

“Is that really allowed?” Nerez muttered, unable to make sense of what he had just seen.

But Cerys gave him no time to react. Before the skeletons could close ranks again, she crossed the distance between them in the blink of an eye.

However, before she could reach him, two skeletons that had not yet been summoned rose from the burning ground and barred her path.

“Out of my way!” With a single sweep of her lance, she sent them flying.

But that brief delay was all he needed.

“Just how many battles do you think I’ve been through?”

Nerez appeared right in front of her.

Now she was the one with no time to react… Now? No, maybe driving her into this exact situation had been his plan from the very beginning.

“Unfortunately, mortals, no less than gods, are bound to war. I’ve learned that in every one of my lives.”

Cerys heard his words as a thin line of blood slipped from the corner of her mouth.

A rusted sword, one of the skeletons’ own weapons, had been driven into her abdomen, now wielded by Nerez himself.

            





Chapter 18: The God of Death


                At the end of that trail of fire, lava, and destruction stood Cerys, run through by the sword Nerez had taken from one of his skeletal soldiers.

“I avoided your vital organs… and I don’t think demigods get tetanus. If you surrender, the Divine Order will take you away. I’ve seen it happen before.”

“Take me… where? Back to my home…? Or… to Empyrean Peaks? In either case… I have no interest…”

“You won’t become a goddess, but at least you’ll live. You’ll have all of immortality ahead of you to do whatever you want with it.”

“Why do you… care so much? You had no trouble… wiping out that entire alliance…”

“They had a second chance too. They chose to come back, and that’s on them.”

A smile spread across Cerys’s pained face.

“Haha… ha… How kind and naive of you.”

“I simply have nothing against anyone in this place.”

“No… thing…? I think the fact that… they wanted to take your life… was something…”

“Ha, no one has even come close to pulling that off. I’m not going to get worked up over trivialities.”

I’m far too used to people wanting to kill me. Dying is nothing new… The real problem would be ending up back in the Silver Sea.

“Hehe… I admit it, you have more mettle… than I thought…”

“And that somehow relates to you surrendering, right?”

“Never!”

Spitting blood, yet still wearing a fierce smile, Cerys let her lance fall, grabbed it near the base of the blade, and readied it like a sword for one last deadly thrust.

“Damn it! Why can’t anyone in this place be reasoned with?”

Death’s Touch

The sword Nerez held was part of his own Eidolon. The reflection of his soul was already in direct contact with Cerys.

“Aaaagh!”

Smoke began to rise from the wound in her abdomen, and she could no longer hold onto her lance.

It fell just as Cerys closed her eyes.

!!

But at the very last instant, Cerys caught it in midair and looked straight at Nerez, her eyes full of resolve.

Fwoosh

The thrust was fast and powerful.

Thud

But it was nowhere near the level the redhead would normally display.

Nerez, who had already let go of the hilt of the rusted sword, managed to catch her by the wrist before the blade of her lance buried itself in him.

Cerys smiled one last time, but it was a serene smile, as though she had finally accepted her defeat.

The next moment, her lifeless body slumped onto Nerez.

Across his past lives, he had become someone who would not let even an enemy’s blood stain his clothes.

But he had come to respect this particular opponent, so he caught Cerys before she fell and gently laid her on the ground beside her lance, which soon faded away.

“I just stabbed and killed a cute girl with my own hands. She was every bit as much of a demon as a certain goddess, but still… I don’t like this feeling.”

…

[Congratulations!]

A holographic message appeared right in front of his face, startling Nerez so badly he nearly stumbled backward, but that was nothing compared to the explosion of light that engulfed him.

“Whoa! What’s this?! What’s happening?!”

Nerez felt as though a tremendous burden had been lifted from his shoulders. If he had to describe it, it was like being freed from chains that had been holding him down.

And that was not all. He had been transported into a void, which soon exploded into countless lights.

It was the universe itself.

Suns, planets, moons, comets, asteroids, nebulae, black holes. Everything seemed within his reach.

It felt as though he were looking upon the whole cosmos… or perhaps the cosmos was the one looking back at him.

He felt one with everything and, at the same time, utterly free, as though nothing could bind him.

But the lights of that endless galaxy began to shine brighter and brighter until, once again, he was completely swallowed by them.

When the light finally faded, he realized he was still in the very same place where he had faced Cerys.

“Ugh, my head… Mm? No… I think it’s already better…”

In front of him, the holographic Godscript screen had filled with new notifications.

[Proficiency UP!]

[Death’s Touch]

[Proficiency D -> C]

[Immortality is but a state, everything has an ending; mark those whose time has come]

“That was to be expected, though it still says nothing about divinity… I suppose now it can affect demigods without them needing to be weakened.”

[You have ascended!]

“Now that is much less expected…”

[Race Changed!]

[Ascendant]

“Wait! Wait! Does that mean I’m not human anymore?!”

[Your Spiritual Energy has doubled!]

…

“Your spiritual energy doubles when you ascend…?”

…

Nerez opened another tab off to the side of the hologram, one where he could see his stats.

[SPE: 6,491,316]

…

[Rank Acquired!]

[Absolute God]

“Ugh… the same as that goddess of life… so that means… after all…”

[Class Acquired!]

[God of Death]

“Yep, definitely not the god of the library… or the cave… or the chair…”

[Prize Obtained for Reaching the Absolute God Rank!]

[Yggdrasil’s Fruit]

[Increases Spiritual Energy by 5,000 upon consumption]

“At this point, I doubt I’d even notice an increase like that…”

[New Title Acquired!]

[Death Personified]

“A perfect title for making friends. Hello, good morning, they call me death personified. I hope we’ll all get along at the neighborhood association meetings.”

In the tab open beside it, he could also see that the title had indeed been added beneath his name.

[Lord of Darkness]

[Death Personified]

“Ugh… I’m starting to look like the final boss of a game… But where did ‘Lord of Darkness’ even come from? Is it because, according to the Godscript, my name means ‘Sacred Darkness’? Isn’t that a bit of a stretch? I want to file a formal complaint with whoever is responsible.”

[Skill Evolved!]

“What?”

In the information tab, he saw that the skill [Soulwarden] was flashing, and when he selected it, he realized another line had been added to the description.

[Soulwarden]

[Lesser God]

[Proficiency E]

[Bind a soul to serve as a warden of death]

“‘Lesser God’? Can I create a god?! Does it have to do with the fact that I’m an absolute god now…?”

His gaze drifted toward Cerys’s body.

“For obvious reasons, I don’t like using the word ‘fate,’ but I don’t know how else to describe this situation…”

He slowly approached the fallen warrior and knelt at her side.

I ought to have a better reason for choosing someone than just wanting to get rid of this bad taste in my mouth… But I’m not going to make life harder for myself. It was a skill I had every intention of leaving at the back of a drawer, after all.

“I don’t know how much time I have before they drag me out of the battle royale by force, so it’s now or never.”

Soulwarden

The moment he extended his hand over her, Cerys’s body began to glow.

…

[The challenge “Battle Royale” has concluded!]

For the second time in just a few minutes, he nearly fell backwards, but managed to keep his balance and finish using his skill on Cerys.

“What happened just now?! Did the challenge itself end?”

***

Above the table suspended among the stars, the Primordial’s Council watched the projected image intently.

“This has turned out to be an immensely eventful day,” Zorovan commented, his hands clasped atop the table.

“Not only was the fate of the domain of death decided…” Mevis added, as always with his face hidden beneath the shadow of his hood.

“If Nereziel and the Crimson Calamity join forces, they will become a force to be reckoned with… But…” another god pointed out from beside him.

Zorovan nodded.

“To think a god of time would truly awaken… and then wipe out half the remaining candidates in an instant…”

The image projected across the vastness of the universe showed a young man with purple hair and lilac eyes standing in the middle of a field awash in dust and bones.
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Chapter 19: A Servant of Death


                [Demonym Acquired!]

[Empyrean]

“Demonym? Is that like a nationality?”

Leaning against a tree trunk, Nerez checked the latest notifications on his Godscript while he waited for the light to appear and whisk him off to who knew where.

“And Empyrean? I barely spent one night there… Well, if they’re going to take care of my ID, or whatever it is gods use, I’m not going to complain.”

His eyes then drifted to the section of the Godscript that displayed his information.

[CLASS: God of Death]

[RANK: Absolute God]

A long, tired sigh slipped from his lips.

“‘Absolute God’… ‘god’ was already too much… Can’t I switch to farmer or something? I don’t even know what absolute god means…”

He raised his head and looked up at Eryndea’s sky from the clearing.

Then his expression changed as realization hit him.

“Wait… does this mean I’m actually free from the Goddess of Fate’s curse? Could I even… have a family of my own?”

Nerez lowered his head, lost in thought.

“I never had a wife, so I never had any descendants. If I’d had any over those thousand lives, I’d be worried sick about them… Mm? Could that angel-faced demon have put that curse on me precisely to keep something like that from happening?”

He thought it over for a few moments, but eventually shook his head hard.

“Well, even if that was her intention, it doesn’t change the fact that she killed me and condemned my soul to an endless cycle of reincarnation…”

The sound of something rustling nearby pulled him out of his thoughts.

“Looks like the sleeping beau… beast is finally waking up.”

After slowly opening her eyes, as though each eyelid weighed a ton, Cerys spent a while staring blankly into space before sitting up with the same sluggishness.

“Ugh… my head… Why…? Why am I still alive?”

“I wouldn’t call it ‘still being alive.’ I’d say it’s more like coming back to life…”

“You…! Nerez! What do you mean by that?”

“I think it’d be quicker if you checked your Godscript.”

Cerys struggled to her feet and began staring into the air as if she were meditating.

Of course, any god or god candidate would have known she was really checking the Godscript, the tool that linked them to the Divine Order.

Now that he was getting used to it, the Godscript felt a bit like a computer to Nerez, while the Divine Order seemed more like the internet.

Granted, only if the internet were a single entity and also embodied all the laws of the cosmos…

“What is this? Soulwarden…?”

Nerez scratched his head, slightly uncomfortable as she kept reading.

“I’m the god of death’s servant?! I’m a goddess?!”

“Well, a lesser one, to be exact. But since you were so set on becoming a goddess, I thought this would still do…”

“You’re the god of death?! Ah, well… that figures… Wait, you turned me into a goddess?! Me?! A defeated enemy?! Didn’t you have any allies waiting for you…?”

“I don’t know if you’re implying I’m someone with no friends, but I’d rather you think of me as having no burdens.”

Cerys kept staring at her Godscript in silence, but with every passing second, her expression grew more astonished.

“My stats are insane now!”

“Well, apparently when you ‘ascend,’ your spiritual energy doubles, among other things…”

“Yes, that too… but this has more to do with…”

She fixed her sparkling orange eyes on him, but he instinctively looked away, as if to say none of it was his fault.

“Who the hell are you? No… what the hell are you?!”

“That way of putting it sounds a little insulting… I don’t know what exactly you’re seeing, but the only thing I can say for sure is that I’m the god of death now… an absolute god…”

He felt more uncomfortable with every word he said.

“No… this goes beyond that…”

“Well, since it looks like we’re going to be tied together somehow now, there may be a few other things I should tell you. All in good time.”

“Fine… But don’t expect me to thank you! You’re obviously just after my power!”

Nerez rubbed his chin, thoughtful.

“Well, those spear skills of yours should transfer nicely to a broom once I find a cave where I can hide for the rest of my life. I was just living in one, and I’d forgotten how dusty and filthy they get.”

“What…?”

“Don’t worry about that for now… Ah, before I forget, do you want this fruit?”

In Nerez’s hand was a gleaming object. Its surface was that of a mirror, and its shape was somewhat similar to that of an artichoke.

“That’s… a fruit of Yggdrasil!” Cerys blurted out, glancing at her Godscript. “I can’t take that!”

“Really? I had the impression you were more of the ambitious type.”

“I’m not a thief. I can’t accept something that valuable.”

“I’m pretty sure accepting a gift won’t make you a thief… but if you really don’t want it, I won’t force you.”

“Who in their right mind gives away a fruit of Yggdrasil…?”

With every passing second, Cerys was piling up more questions than answers, but one thing in particular was intriguing her more than the rest.

“Something feels strange about my Eidolon…”

She stretched out her hand to summon the lance she had already grown used to… but what formed instead was a huge, menacing black scythe.

“Yep, definitely a grim reaper…” Nerez muttered, looking the scythe over from top to bottom.

Cerys snapped out of her stupor and looked at him.

“Reaper…? I like how that sounds.”

“This girl completely ignored the ‘grim’ part…”

Cerys shot him an annoyed look.

“What exactly is grim about a girl as sexy and attractive as me?”

“I think ‘sexy’ might be stretching it a bit…”

“Where are you looking, pervert? Don’t tell me you made me your servant because of my body! What exactly are you expecting from me?!”

“If I hear that accusation one more time, you’re sleeping outside the cave. That way, you’ll know for sure nothing is going to happen between us.”

“Tch, that’s a boring reaction… And what’s with this cave you keep mentioning?”

!!

It was right then that both of them began to glow.

A few instants later, they had disappeared completely.

The same phenomenon repeated itself all across the battlefield that had once hosted the god candidates’ battle royale.
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Chapter 20: A World Sealed Away


                The Palace of Concord.

That was the name of the structure in whose plaza the candidates for godhood had gathered before the challenges began.

It was not only one of the most imposing buildings in Empyrean Peaks. It was also where the future gods would gather to make the most important decisions in Eryndea.

It was the seat of the mediators as well.

The mediators held no real authority over divine policy. The rules had been laid down by the Divine Order at the dawn of time.

Even so, their work was extremely important, and consisted mainly of trying to prevent the world from being destroyed by conflicts among the gods.

A goal they did not always achieve, especially when the conflict involved the most powerful among them.

The High Arbiter, Cassian Veyr, bore that responsibility with great pride.

He was the highest authority among the mediators in Eryndea, a position he had attained thanks to the influence of Clan Veyr, one of the most powerful immortal families in service to the gods.

But of course, it had also been thanks to his hard work, undeniable scholarly talent, and a staggering amount of luck.

Cassian himself was a tall, slender man with impeccably groomed hair.

He wore glasses, though they were actually an artifact that allowed him to tell truth from falsehood in mortals and immortals alike.

With gods, however, they were not especially useful… In such cases, they were relegated to little more than a fashion accessory.

Many would say he was somewhat tense and sorely lacking in a sense of humor. But no one would deny that he was a capable leader.

And it was precisely those leadership skills that would be put to the test from this day onward.

That, essentially, was what the elderly god before him had just conveyed while stroking his long white beard in one of the palace’s vast, luxurious chambers.

“At last, all the challenges have concluded,” Cassian remarked, adjusting his glasses. “As expected, the battle royale was the longest one.”

“Even so, it ended far sooner than it should have,” Zorovan replied. “It seems you will have to take charge of a very difficult world, young Cassian.”

“I can’t promise I will succeed. The chances of a world failing to endure the conflict are high when many powerful gods are involved. But I can promise that I will shoulder my responsibilities with the utmost dedication, Most High One.”

“I like your honesty, young Cassian, but a leader must know when to lie in order to project confidence and reassure others, hoho.”

“Lying to you would be impossible…”

Zorovan smiled, though the expression soon faded into a sigh as he turned away, lost in thought.

“Now that the gods have been chosen, Eryndea will remain isolated, and only when a supreme god manages to rise above the others will it be reconnected to the rest of the worlds under the Divine Order…”

“Without an overgod for each world, every new one would descend into divine chaos the moment they were allowed to mingle,” Cassian said. “It is one of the Divine Order’s most basic rules.”

Zorovan nodded.

“But I have faith in Lirien. If she cannot prevail over the others, then at the very least she will know how to carry herself in such a hostile environment.”

“I know you descended to this world only because your esteemed granddaughter was here. But I am very glad you did. It was an honor to meet you in person.”

Zorovan turned to him with his usual composed smile.

“Hohoho, the pleasure was mine. Besides, I am glad I came. I’m truly interested in knowing what kind of future awaits Eryndea. Of course, also in what role my granddaughter is meant to play in it. But that, only time will tell… and perhaps, in this case, quite literally.”

“With the goddess of luck’s permission, I’ll wish Lady Lirien the very best of fortunes amid the chaos to come. For my part, however, I must remain completely impartial.”

“As expected of the High Arbiter,” Zorovan said, placing his hands on Cassian’s shoulders. “I wish you luck with the Ceremony of Beginnings. After all, it will be one of my granddaughter’s first opportunities to distinguish herself, hohoho!”

After giving the High Arbiter a few pats on the shoulders, Zorovan walked on as golden light enveloped him.

Within just a few steps, he had vanished.

Cassian remained there a moment longer, gazing at the empty space the elderly god had left behind in silent respect and farewell.

“High Arbiteeeer!”

!!

But the solemn moment was abruptly shattered by the arrival of a disheveled girl.

She wore the same white uniform trimmed with black embroidery as Cassian, though hers was less ornate and, instead of trousers, she wore a skirt.

“Dililei? What is all this commotion?”

“High Arbiter, I’ve already told you Dili is enough… No, wait! Please listen! We have a problem! His Exaltedness, the god of death, has escaped!”

“…What?”

***

“Are you sure we weren’t supposed to stay and listen? The mediator said he’d be with us right away…”

Cerys glanced back at the Palace of Concord, still visible in the distance.

“Ha! I already heard everything I needed to hear,” Nerez replied, walking ahead of her with a broad smile.

“What, the fact that Yggdrasil fruit can actually be sold? The mediator practically went pale the moment you asked…”

“Well, that’s understandable. I imagine that, for someone whose spiritual energy hovers around twenty thousand, a Yggdrasil fruit, which grants five thousand, would mean a twenty-five percent increase. Anyone would’ve eaten it on the spot.”

“There are gods who would fight over a mere two hundred SPE…” Cerys muttered.

“They really call it SPE?”

“Tch, are you making fun of me?”

“Hahaha, no, not at all. I just didn’t know whether to call them units of spiritual energy or simply say the number. It reminds me a lot of mana points in games, or of people asking how much mana they had… Really, all I remember from my time on Earth is stupid nonsense… Though I’ve heard similar terms in many worlds.”

“Well, of course you have, that’s what mortals use… But that ‘mana’ is an inferior form of spiritual energy. It isn’t as pure as the energy we use, but it’s easier for them to handle.”

“You learn something new every day…”

“…How do you not know things this basic?!”

“If you have a problem with that, you can go your own way… I’ve told you before, I’m not forcing you to come with me.”

“Do you think I’m ungrateful?”

“I could’ve sworn I heard quite clearly that you weren’t going to thank me…”

“Nerez! Our souls are bound together!” Cerys shot back, blatantly ignoring what he had just said. “If something happens to you while I’m not there, I’ll disappear too! I am… I am your ‘Reaper’!”

“You really did get attached to that word… but if you use it like that, I won’t be able to sleep at night.”

“Mm?”

“It’s nothing… I suppose what matters is that you like it.”

“Of course! I’m what matters!”

“…”

“What’s your problem now?”

“Let’s just go sell the fruit already…”

“I don’t think anyone here could buy something that valuable… You’d have to sell it through the Godscript itself,” Cerys said, tilting her head.

“I hope the Godscript isn’t sentient, because I’m about to sell back something it just gave me. But now that I think about it… what currency do gods use?”

“Isn’t it obvious? Faith, of course.”
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                “Faith?” Nerez asked, leaning against the railing.

The two had stopped on a small bridge over one of the many streams that flowed down through the city of the five peaks.

“Yes. Why? Are you deaf?” Cerys shot back, hands on her hips.

“It just seems a little strange to me. I would’ve associated faith with the spiritual energy of gods… Or is that precisely why it has economic value?”

“Of course. Faith can be converted into SPE through a reverse temple in your domain,” Cerys explained, raising a finger as she puffed out her chest, proud of her knowledge.

Nerez covered his mouth to keep from laughing. If he annoyed her, she would stop explaining things, and he had no intention of losing the encyclopedia he had just acquired.

“Wait… They could’ve explained all of this to you at the Palace of Concord!”

“I’d rather hear it from you. The less I have to do with the other gods, the fewer problems I’ll have.”

“Tch… don’t get used to it.”

“But then, do mortals who believe in the gods give them faith? Is that how the economy works?”

“Not exactly. Temples and altars are what send faith to the gods,” Cerys explained, raising a finger again to emphasize that point. “And of course, it depends a lot on how large each one is and how many believers it serves.”

“I see, it’s a lot more complicated than it looks…”

“By the way, one SPE is roughly equal to ten units of faith.”

“So it takes ten units of faith just to make one unit of spiritual energy… but how much faith do altars and temples give in the first place?”

“I don’t know about temples. But I heard that even a small altar has to serve an entire community before it can send any faith to its patron god. And only then does it contribute around one unit of faith a month, I think…”

“In other words, one person’s faith isn’t even enough to make a single ‘unit of faith’… And personally, I don’t know if I’d want to visit a community with an altar to the god of death…”

Nerez let out a sigh and lowered his gaze to the stream.

“To begin with, I doubt there are many of those… I guess I’m destined to be poor,” he mused, one hand on his chin. “Then again, it’s not like I need many comforts in a cave.”

“I do! And who do you think has to feed me too?!”

“I feel like I adopted a pet…”

“Dare say that one more time!”

“Haha, sorry, sorry.”

“Tch… for your information, gods of death have important temples in all the major cities of other worlds.”

“Yes, I know, and that’s a lot more normal. It’s just the altar part that gives me chills for some reason…”

“Aren’t you the god of death…?” Cerys sighed. “Besides, aren’t you going to sell that fruit of Yggdrasil? It’s worth 50,000 faith, isn’t it?”

“Now that you mention it, you’re right. If it grants 5,000 SPE, that means it’s worth 50,000 units of faith… wow, that’s the equivalent of 50,000 altars…”

“And before I forget, besides temples, there are other ways to obtain faith, or even spiritual energy directly. Things like controlling sacred objects and holy places, among others… Are you even listening to me?! Who do you think is going to all this trouble to teach you all this?!”

“Ah, sorry. I’m in the middle of an important transaction, so don’t distract me for a second.”

Nerez worked his way through the holographic screen with a serious expression while holding the Yggdrasil fruit in his free hand.

“I’m going to…! I’m going to…! I’m going to bite you!”

And then she doesn’t want anyone calling her a pet…

The transaction was instantaneous. The fruit vanished from his hands, and his bank account… divine account? swelled considerably.

“Relax. I’ll buy you something as an apology.”

“It had better be something good.”

***

“I’m poor again…”

Both of them were wearing new clothes, their purchase also having been made through the Godscript itself, which had a section specifically for trade.

Trade with whom? That was a mystery.

But just as the Godscript organized the information of the cosmos and presented it in a way he could understand, maybe it did something similar here, converting energy into materials, or vice versa.

“Nobody forced you to spend all your faith on clothes…”

“I absolutely was!”

“By whom?!”

“How am I supposed to buy the cheaper version of something when the more expensive one so obviously offers more? Common sense forced me!”

“…”

“The magical and physical protection this outfit gives is off the charts! And it isn’t even armor… Protection means safety, and safety means peace of mind!”

“…”

He was now wearing a fitted long coat that split from the waist down.

Golden embroidery ran across it and matched his eyes perfectly, though it was actually made from a metal Nerez had never even heard of.

The same went for the legendary beast with the unpronounceable name from which the main material had supposedly been taken.

The outfit also included gloves, so he would not accidentally touch skeletons (important to Nerez), along with pants and boots. Everything was made from the same black material as the coat and matched perfectly.

“And you can’t complain. Your new clothes weren’t that much cheaper, even though they use a lot less fabric…”

Cerys’s outfit was actually rather similar to his, made from the same black material and styled like a uniform.

In her case, though, the embroidery was silver, and the outfit consisted of a short-sleeved jacket, a pleated miniskirt that ended in a V-shape, and long boots that rose above her knees.

She was also wearing gloves, but hers had silver knuckles and left her fingers exposed past them, so she could better feel her weapon (according to her).

“Tch, don’t be stingy,” Cerys retorted, spinning once to show off the outfit. “Not only does it have excellent defense, it also boosts my attack and mobility. Your enemies will fall a lot faster now!”

“What enemies?! The cave’s bats? Mice? Snakes?”

“That’s what I’m feeding you for dinner!”

“Ha! In wartime, I learned to eat all of that and more! Though I seriously doubt you know how to cook… But leave it to me, I’ll make you a delicacy from another world, literally.”

“No, thanks…”

!!

“Ah! Urk! Huff… huff… We finally caught up to them… huff… huff… High Arbiter!”

“Ugh… huff… well done… Dililei… huff…”

“J-just… Dili… huff… is fine… High Arbiter…”

Two breathless figures had appeared at the near end of the bridge, a tall man in glasses and a girl with disheveled hair.

Both wore mediators’ uniforms, though theirs seemed to indicate a higher rank than the one who had attended them at the Palace of Concord, especially the man’s.
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                “So basically, you want me to attend that ceremony?”

Nerez and Cerys were now making their way through the streets of Empyrean Peaks behind the High Arbiter, Cassian, and his assistant Dililei.

“That is correct, Your Exaltedness. The Ceremony of Beginnings marks Eryndea’s emergence as its own world and will allow the mortal souls of the first peoples to enter,” Cassian replied, adjusting his glasses.

“Your Exaltedness? Is that actually a thing? Nerez is fine… But more importantly, what do you mean by the first peoples?”

“Allow me to answer that! Nere… Lord Nereziel!” Dili corrected herself immediately after a single glance from the High Arbiter. “By the first peoples, we mean, in essence, the souls who will give rise to Eryndea’s future races: humans, elves, goblins, and so on…”

“Currently, this world is inhabited only by animals, monsters, and immortal beings such as spirits,” Cassian added. “The ceremony will open the gates to mortal souls capable of reason.”

“And where do I come into all of this?”

“While Her Holiness, Lady Lirien, will be the one to open the gates of the Silver Sea, Lord Nereziel, you must create the path back to it,” Cassian explained.

“In other words, Lord Nereziel, you must sense the river of death with your mind and connect it to the Silver Sea,” Dili added.

“Exactly. As things stand, souls that fall into this world are destined to remain here forever,” Cassian continued, adjusting his glasses. “Generally, that is not a problem, but it also means there is no true death.”

I want to ask what happens when not even the Silver Sea can grant you a true death, but I doubt they’d know. They’d just start peppering me with questions…

“So you want me to magically find this river of death with my mind and then connect it (who knows how) to the Silver Sea?”

“That is correct,” Cassian answered without so much as blinking. “Only you, as the one who governs the laws of the hereafter in this world, can do that.”

“And what happens if I don’t go…?”

“We cannot compel you to do anything,” Cassian stated, adjusting his glasses. “But the goddess of life would likely take it as a personal affront, since it would mean standing her up.”

“Oh! I like that idea!” Cerys suddenly exclaimed. “I’ve wanted to fight Lirien ever since I first laid eyes on her!”

“…”

“What?”

“I suppose I don’t have much choice but to go. I don’t need more problems,” Nerez sighed, pointedly ignoring the redhead.

“Hey!”

“Lord Nereziel, the river of death is a sacred place and a great source of power for whoever controls it,” Cassian explained. “It is what we gods call faith, though other beings can use it as a form of energy as well.”

“The river itself gives you faith? I didn’t know rivers could be believers…”

“Faith is basically spiritual energy, only less pure,” Dili explained. “Just as humans can share their spiritual energy with the gods through it, sacred places and objects have their own as well.”

“I explained that too,” Cerys grumbled.

“I see… so the river’s spiritual energy, or rather its faith, comes from the souls it carries.”

“Exactly,” Dili confirmed with a smile.

“What I find strange is that the river of death wouldn’t already be under the god of death’s control…” Nerez commented, one hand on his chin.

“The river is part of the world itself, though you’re right that only the god of death can truly draw out its full potential,” Cassian replied. “Lord Nereziel, if you manage to sense where it lies, I would advise securing it as soon as possible.”

“Mmm, well, the river is going to be in the underworld… which is basically a cave… and it’ll give me faith, so I wouldn’t be poor anymore. With that faith, I could also fortify the cave so no one would bother me… But the river itself could also attract a huge number of problems… Mmm… The road to the perfect cave is a steep one…”

“Cave?” Dili asked, turning toward Cerys.

“Don’t mind him. It’s just something he likes to say,” she replied with a shrug.

Cassian came to a sudden stop, which in turn caused Dili to walk straight into his back.

“Very well, Lord Nereziel, we’ve arrived.”

While Dili rubbed at her aching nose, Cassian gestured for all of them to look at an opulent manor.

“Like all properties in Empyrean Peaks, it is exempt from taxes for the first few centuries. That gives the gods time to settle into the world.”

“To think even gods have to pay taxes…”

“It is necessary to keep Empyrean Peaks running,” Cassian explained, adjusting his glasses. “Of course, that applies only to this city. In your own domain, you set the rules.”

“Still, it really is an impressive mansion…” Nerez remarked, looking at the gigantic gates that revealed vast gardens and an enormous complex of buildings beyond them.

“Among the mediators, we’ve been calling it Dusk Manor! Ever since it was assigned to you, of course, Lord Nereziel.”

“We are at the highest point of the highest peak in the city,” Cassian added. “Not far from here stand the mansions of Her Holiness Lirien, goddess of life, and His Eminence Aion, the god of time.”

God of time… The purple-haired, lilac-eyed guy. I only saw him from afar when I was sent back to the Palace of Concord plaza. I knew he smelled like trouble.

“It’s an incredible place, but maintaining something like this must cost the faith of an entire religion. On top of that, I’m in the dangerous part of town… Mmm, all right, you’ve convinced me… to leave. There’s no choice but to finish that ceremony quickly, then go find the river of death and my ideal cave!”

“Yay! Let’s show the underworld who’s boss! We’ll beat the stuffing out of anyone who gets in our way!”

“…Let’s try talking first, okay?”

“Tch…”

“By the way, High Arbiter…” Dili whispered into Cassian’s ear. “Aren’t the clothes they’re wearing worth way more than the mansion?”

“Dililei, it is rude to whisper about people behind their backs,” Cassian replied, adjusting his glasses. “Though, of course, that is only to be expected from His Exaltedness, the god of death.”

***

Dusk Manor, or “the place I’m going to keep until they start charging me taxes,” as Nerez called it, was a cluster of buildings, each one grand enough on its own to count as a royal mansion.

But in essence, it was still mostly empty. There was some luxurious furniture, but little else. No decorations, not even flowers in the gardens.

That was only to be expected, given that everything was brand new and the place was being occupied for the first time. It had clearly been meant for its new owner to furnish however he pleased.

“A garden for sacred beasts?” Nerez asked after Cassian and Dililei had left.

“Or mythological creatures. One of the gardens was designed for that,” Cerys replied, lounging across one of the luxurious sofas in the spacious, almost empty sitting room.

“I think a cat or a dog would be enough for me…”

“I want a three-headed dog!” Cerys exclaimed, sitting up.

“…”

“What now?”

“Nothing… it’s just that you really should’ve been the god of death…”

“And only now you realize it? In that case, the main bedroom is mine!”

“Of course not. One thing is one thing, and another is another. They’re completely separate matters.”

“Tch… cheapskate.”

!!

Nerez did not know whether it had something to do with the nature of the manor, which according to Cassian had its own barrier, but he sensed someone waiting on the other side of the gates.

“Ugh… I don’t have the energy to see anyone else right now. Cerys, tell them to come back some other day.”

“Why me?!”

“You have to earn your room and board somehow.”

The redhead kept muttering complaints, but she got to her feet all the same.

It would have taken a normal person quite a while to get from the sitting room to the manor’s entrance.

But Cerys opened the window and, in barely a couple of leaps, vanished from sight.

!!!

This time, an uproar at the entrance nearly sent Nerez reeling backward.
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                …

In the spacious yet nearly empty sitting room of Nerez’s manor, one of the few pieces of furniture was a luxurious sofa, where two girls sat with their heads lowered.

The same girl with long twintails as red as blood who had occupied that spot before was now accompanied by another young woman whose blond hair took on different tones depending on the light, ranging from a deep gold to an almost white shade.

The bright orange eyes of the first and the silver ones of the second remained fixed on the floor.

“Would either of you care to explain why you started fighting right at the entrance to my home?” Nerez asked, arms crossed in front of them. “The spectacle you put on looked straight out of the apocalypse. What exactly am I supposed to tell the neighborhood association?”

“Neighborhood association…?” Cerys echoed, completely lost.

“In my defense, I think the thousands of skeletons that surrounded us are what made it feel more like it…” Selene pointed out without lifting her gaze.

“And you suddenly appearing out of nowhere among the skeletons to blast us with “Death’s Touch” felt pretty unfair too,” Cerys shot back.

“I’m the one who had to put up with being stuck in the middle of a pile of skeletons again… just remembering it gives me the creeps,” Nerez replied, a shiver running down his spine. “Besides, I used the weakest version. Not only does it not raise my proficiency, for gods like you it’s just momentary pain.”

“To begin with, I only came to visit my faction leader. I was the one who got attacked for no reason,” Selene remarked, glancing at Cerys out of the corner of her eye. “No matter whose side she’s on, this girl always manages to be a nuisance.”

“I dare you to say that one more time,” the redhead shot back, rising to her feet. “Besides, you said I ran away from our last fight when I was only looking for a better opening! You’re the one who disappeared when you sensed something in the distance!”

“A nuisance, and a coward who can’t accept defeat.”

“Those were your last words!”

But just as Cerys was about to summon her scythe, another Death’s Touch struck the back of her head, and she dropped into a crouch, clutching the spot in pain.

“Auuuugh…! I’m pretty sure that isn’t the right way to use that skill!”

Nerez stepped toward Selene as well, but she immediately threw both hands up at him.

“Sorry! It was my fault! Just one brush with that skill was more than enough for me, thank you very much…”

“It’s not fair. Why only me…?”

“Selene may have started it, but you’re the one who wanted to settle it with violence. You need to learn to control yourself. If any enemy can get under your skin badly enough to make you lose yourself in your emotions, you won’t last long in a real battle.”

“But I’ve spent hundreds of years on battlefields… they call me the Crimson Calamity…”

“No excuses.”

“…”

“And you, Selene? I assume you didn’t come here to tell me you want to live here too.”

“Nerez, I may not be one of the three absolute gods like you, but like Helux, who ascended as the god of the sun, I am one of Eryndea’s five major gods.”

“So you are the goddess of the moon, and Helux is the sun god… all that about the Celestial Conclave being a clan of astral gods wasn’t just talk after all.”

“Even so, I wouldn’t mind it if you set aside one of the buildings on your estate for my visits.”

“Not to mention that you already live in this very city… what do you need an entire building for?”

“Haha, don’t be silly. What happens if the city ends up in a state of war? I need enough space to accommodate my entire retinue, my wing of your faction, so to speak.”

“War… retinue… factions…”

“I actually came for two reasons. The first is your faction’s name, which is still up in the air. My followers want it settled once and for all too. By the way, my first choice is Eclipse.”

“I’m still not convinced about this whole faction business… Also, that name sounds more like a personal vendetta of yours against Helux.”

“You’re right,” Selene murmured, crossing her arms as she thought. “I don’t want to give him an excuse to come complaining after all the trouble it took me to get away from the clan…”

“If Nerez already lives in Dusk Manor, why not just call it the Dusk Faction?” Cerys suggested, tilting her head. “I still don’t agree with the blonde being part of it, but it fits death and the moon…”

Nerez and Selene looked at her in disbelief.

“What?”

“It’s nothing,” Nerez replied. “I just didn’t think there was anything in your head besides battles.”

“To be honest, I didn’t think there was anything in there at all,” Selene added.

“I’m allowed to be offended now, right?!”

“As for the second matter,” Selene continued, ignoring Cerys, “I wanted to give you a summary of the balance of power, since I assume you won’t be up to date.”

“Fair assumption. Now, if only you also assumed it’s because I’m not interested, that would’ve been even better.”

“Speaking of the god of the sun, since his name came up,” she continued, now ignoring Nerez as well, “besides Aren, who ascended as the god of war, Helux has brought other gods into his faction, including the goddess of fire and the dragon god.”

“So, the god of war… for some reason, that doesn’t surprise me. I hope he and Vilkie are doing well.”

“The goddess of life moved quickly too. She secured another of the major gods, the god of the earth, who in turn already had the goddess of nature under his control.” Selene rose from the sofa and walked over to the window. “The latter always ends up being chosen by the elves as their patron deity, while they almost always end up at odds with the god of death due to their longevity.”

“Why is it already a given that I’m going to make enemies even without doing anything?”

“That’s simply the nature of the gods. There’s nothing to be done about it.”

…

“Selene, I understand that you wanted to escape your clan’s influence, and that for some strange reason you found me interesting… but if you’re that into politics, why not start your own faction or join a more active one, like Lirien’s?”

“If I start my own faction, the first thing Helux would do is come after me. And of the three absolute gods, you still seem like the one who would give me the most freedom of action, much more than the goddess of life.” Selene turned around and winked at him. “Of course, the bet was that you’d become an absolute god, and I won.”

“…What about the god of time’s faction?”

“No one knows what Aion is thinking… And apparently, he doesn’t even have a faction.”

“I wouldn’t have one either if not for a certain someone…”

“Speaking of factions…”

Ignoring his remark once again, Selene clapped twice, and a slender young man with hair as black as night rose from her shadow and knelt before Nerez.

“Let me introduce you. This is Belkar.”

“Lord Nereziel, it is an honor. I am the patron god of assassins and thieves.”

…

There aren’t even any mortals yet, and he’s already the patron of something… I suppose it’s the same as with the goddess of nature and the elves?

“And what brings such delightful company here…?”

But Selene was the one who stepped in, resting a hand on the kneeling man’s shoulder as she explained,

“I am the goddess of the moon. Night, the realm where those professions thrive, is my domain, though if you had ascended first, he likely would’ve been one of your servants instead. After all, what would thieves be without the night, or assassins without death?”

…
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◇ Layered characters and found-family warmth

◇ Magic combat only when it matters

◇ A quiet inn that refuses to stay quiet

── ✦ ──
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                “My servant, huh… honestly, I doubt it. I’m not exactly looking for servants of any kind right now… By the way, you can stand up already.”

“I already serve my lady Selene, so in that sense I serve you as well. But I do believe you should seek more servants, Lord Nereziel,” Belkar replied as he rose to his feet. “With only a mere lesser god at your side, people will look down on you.”

“What? Are you trying to sell me a fight? Because I’m buying.”

Once again, Cerys moved to extend her hand and summon her Eidolon, but remembering the earlier incident, she stopped and cast Nerez a sidelong glance.

“Don’t you dare,” he sighed from behind her. “I just got this manor. I’m not destroying it on the first day.”

“You needn’t worry either, Belkar,” Selene said. “While I also believe Nerez should increase his personal retinue sooner rather than later, for now there is no issue.”

“My lady, including me, you already have several gods under your command. It is the same with the five major gods,” Belkar insisted. “Even if Lord Nereziel is one of the three absolute gods, if he is taken by surprise with only a single lesser god at his side…”

As expected from the god of assassins, a situation like that is the first thing his mind goes to…

Nerez felt another chill run down his spine.

“Lesser god, lesser god, lesser god… Nerez, can I decapitate him? It’ll be over in a second, and I’ll clean the carpet if you want.”

“Of course not.”

“Tch.”

“Given how skilled you are at gathering information, you surely already know that the Crimson Calamity was infamous in her days as an immortal, and that she was the other candidate for the domain of death,” Selene explained. “But now she has not only ascended to godhood, she also benefits from serving the god of death. And I assume you’ve noticed the equipment she’s wearing.”

“Yes, of course, but I thought it was merely a gift from Lord Nereziel. I did not expect her to really know how to take advantage of it…”

Nerez had to grab Cerys by the scruff of the neck to stop her from lunging at the patron god of thieves and assassins.

“I hate to admit it, but our recent little clash made it clear that all of that really adds up. I believe she can hold her own against gods above her rank.”

The moon goddess’s unexpected words calmed the redhead down a little.

“If you say so, my lady, then I have no choice but to admit my mistake,” Belkar conceded with an apologetic bow. “Lord Nereziel, forgive me for doubting your servant.”

“Me…?”

Well, I only made her my servant so I wouldn’t be left with a bad taste in my mouth, but I’d better keep quiet…

“And what about apologizing to me?!”

Cerys’s eyes looked more spark-filled than usual, as though they were about to burst into flames.

“Cerys, at a more appropriate time, I would be more than happy to duel you.”

“That doesn’t sound like an apology… But it’s exactly what I wanted!”

Now that Selene mentions it… Cerys had said something similar when she came back to life. Benefits from being my Soulwarden? In her skills? In her stats? At some point, I’d have to check her information in the Godscript… but now is not the time. I’m not in the mood for surprises…

“Whether it’s duels or anything else, it won’t be happening right now,” Nerez cut in. “Selene, those were your two matters, weren’t they?”

“Don’t worry, for now I’ll let you rest. You did just come back from the battle royale, after all. It’s been a long day for you,” the goddess said. “But I’ll be visiting over the next few days, up until the ceremony.”

“Ugh…”

“Of course, nothing complicated, just so we can get to know each other better,” Selene added as she headed for the door, with Belkar following behind her. “After all, both of us have to set out and secure our domains.”

“Our domains?”

“Yours is the underworld and its river of death, as we discussed. Mine is the moon and the kingdom I must build upon it, expelling any unwanted guests who still remain there. The same applies to you, of course.”

“Unwanted guests…”

***

Aren, who had ascended as the god of war, had managed to find a place in one of the rows of seats closest to the center of the Genesis Vault, the colossal dome where the Ceremony of Beginnings was taking place.

The first row was reserved for the five major gods, those who would reign over the sun, the moon, the earth, the sea, and the sky.

“And the god of time?” Vilkie asked beside him.

“I heard he was invited by the mediators, but ignored them,” Aren replied with a shrug.

“Do you think we’ll be able to talk to Nerez after this?”

“I doubt it. He’s His Exaltedness, the god of death, now, after all. In fact, I think we should call him Lord Nereziel.”

“But aren’t you the god of war?”

“Haha, now that there are no mortals nor wars in Eryndea, I’m only in the third row. And even setting aside the five major gods, there are plenty far more important beings than me waiting in line to speak with him.”

“But… but… We only knew him for two days, but I really think we became friends…”

“So do I, Vilkie,” Aren admitted, turning to her with a smile. “That’s precisely why I wouldn’t be able to face him after being defeated by Helux and forced to kneel before him.”

“That’s not fair… you did what you had to do to survive.”

“Yes, I know, but that’s simply how things work.”

“…”

“Don’t worry, maybe we’ll meet him again sometime in the future. Besides, did I tell you about the line that’s going to form just to speak with him? I bet you already know what that means too.”

“That he’s going to hide as quickly as possible so he won’t have to talk to anyone?”

“Haha, exactly. Either way, it would’ve been difficult to speak with him today.”

“That’s true,” Vilkie said with a laugh. “That side of him was obvious the moment we met him.”

!!

“Vilkie, that’s Her Holiness, Lirien.”

All the gods fell silent when the goddess of life began descending one of the staircases leading down to the platform at the center of the dome.

She was accompanied by a retinue of gods of different sexes, sizes, and apparent ages. Yet each of them radiated power and grandeur.

“It’s His Exaltedness, Nereziel!”

Descending the staircase opposite the one used by the goddess of life, and almost at the same moment, the god of death made his appearance, followed by his own attendant.

“The Crimson Calamity…” Aren murmured with a serious look.

“I still remember what happened in the plaza of the Palace of Concord. I don’t know how Nerez can sleep peacefully with her at his side…”

The rest of the spectators could not help whispering among themselves as they watched the girl with twintails as red as blood.

Word of her performance in the Festival of the Gods, as well as her title, had already reached everyone who had not known her before.

But that wasn’t all.

Not only did the clothes they wore put everyone there to shame, but both of them radiated an overwhelming presence.

“Do you think the Crimson Calamity could beat the goddess of life’s retinue all by herself?”

“Don’t be a fool. The god of the earth would step in instantly.”

“But I heard the goddess of the moon is on Lord Nereziel’s side too. She wouldn’t remain idle either…”

Aren and Vilkie could hear whispers all across the dome, and apparently Nerez could too, judging by the uncomfortable expression already creeping onto his face.

Both gods stepped onto the central platform, but while their respective attendants remained at its opposite edges, Nerez and Lirien approached the fountain in the middle.

The two did not exchange a single word. Instead, they turned their gaze to the fountain, whose waters seemed to reflect the universe itself.

From the center of that reflection, a golden light emerged, and at the sight of it, Nerez frowned, as though it had stirred an unpleasant memory.

“What do you think happened?” Vilkie asked.

But Aren gestured for her to be quiet, and she immediately covered her mouth with both hands.

Amid the singing of spirits and divine beings, both gods extended their hands over the fountain and then slowly raised them. As though following their movement, a sphere rose from its black waters, shining with a powerful bluish light.

The sphere began to spin, and at the same time an emerald light, emanating from the goddess of life, ran across its surface. But it was not the only one. A silver light coming from Nerez rose with it.

Aren and Vilkie noticed that that silver light was very similar to the color of his hair.

“Could it have something to do with his connection to the Silver Sea?” Vilkie asked again, unable to hold herself back.

!!

But her question went unnoticed.

Everyone watched in horror as the goddess of life began to stagger.
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Chapter 25: Silver Tide


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Fallen Pages
                        

                    

                    


	


[image: image]

The Interim Headmaster of Emberstone Academy of Magic





To save the Emberstone Academy of magic, he’ll have to break every rule in the book.

Alastair Meade, a dedicated but unassuming Headmaster from the quaint country school of Glimmerglass, finds his quiet life upended when he’s summoned to serve as Interim Headmaster of Emberstone Academy of Magic. The prestigious institution, a sprawling castle steeped in arcane tradition, is a world away from the peaceful forests Alastair calls home.

Alastair, once a scholarship student from a humble farm, must confront his own insecurities and a decade-old past. He immediately faces skepticism from powerful parents and old rivals. Alastair’s unexpected tenure plunges him into a world of political intrigue, ancient magical battles, and dangerous rescue missions.

Forced to abandon his peaceful ideals, Alastair must rally a fractured faculty and guide his competitive students through escalating threats.

Interim Headmaster is a gripping tale of self-discovery and resilience.

Can a country mage, haunted by past bullying and burdened by a temporary title, unite a school and save a city from a powerful, unseen enemy?

Step into the hallowed halls of Emberstone Academy and discover if interim headmaster Alastair can transform from an “interim” leader into Emberstone’s true, unwavering strength.















                

                The Ceremony of Beginnings had gone well at first for Nerez, thanks more to his own instincts than to the High Arbiter’s vague explanations.

Recalling the sensation of ascending to godhood, he was able to establish a connection with Eryndea, represented by the blue sphere now floating above their heads, and with the Silver Sea.

In fact, sensing the river of death and connecting it to the Silver Sea was easier than he had expected, perhaps too easy. It was as though the Silver Sea itself were welcoming him.

Ugh, I honestly want nothing to do with this mass of souls. The only saving grace is that I’m not directly in there…

But just when he thought everything was going too well to be true, Lirien’s expression turned pained.

Across from him, beyond the fountain that reflected the universe, the goddess of life began to falter, as though she might lose her balance at any moment.

Lirien’s retinue raised their weapons and were about to lunge at Nerez, but Cerys stopped them, crossing the entire platform in a single leap and standing her ground before them under the astonished gaze of every spectator.

The reason for that hostility was obvious. The Silver Sea was consuming Lirien.

Under normal circumstances, life and death held equal influence over the cycle of reincarnation.

But the Silver Sea’s attachment to this particular god of death was so strong that his opposite, a goddess who ruled over life, was on the verge of being dragged away by the very waves of souls she had connected with spiritually.

Nerez had to use all his mental strength to calm the sea through his own connection, preventing the situation from escalating any further.

But the stern look Lirien gave him afterward was hardly one of thanks.

“Tch… I thought the party was about to start…” Cerys said under her breath, dismissing her enormous scythe and returning to her position.

The goddess’s retinue did the same.

Watching the whole event from the perimeter of the Genesis Vault, the mediators broke into a cold sweat for a moment, fearing for their lives.

“What just happened?” Dili asked, utterly intrigued.

“The goddess of life was publicly humiliated,” High Arbiter Cassian replied, adjusting his glasses. “It was as though the Silver Sea itself had told her she was nothing compared to the god of death.”

***

“Ugh… I want to find a hole to hide in… ah, right, that’s my cave…”

Nerez was lying face-down on the bed in the main bedroom of Dusk Manor.

“How long are you planning to stay sprawled there?” Cerys asked, pulling open the curtains Nerez had closed moments earlier.

“Until I forget the ceremony ever existed…”

“What’s wrong with the ceremony? Even that stuck-up Selene left laughing, saying something like, ‘I never expected it to go that well,’ or ‘now everyone knows we’re the leading power in Empyrean Peaks.’”

“…”

“Weren’t we supposed to head out in search of the underworld now that the ceremony is over? Or are you going to lie there all day?”

“My cave…”

“Yes, the cave, the cave.”

“The sooner I get away from this city, the better,” Nerez said, sitting up.

“So, are we ready?”

“By the way, didn’t you want to go back to your village to get revenge or show them you’re a goddess now, or something like that?”

“Why do you keep trying to get rid of me every chance you get?! Wasn’t it you who made me your servant?!”

“No, no, it’s not that (entirely). It’s just that you were so passionate about it back then…”

“Don’t you know this world is going to be cut off from the rest until an overgod is crowned? The farthest I can go is Selene’s moon, and I don’t want to go to that place…”

“Mmm… Do you think Helux lives in the sun, then? The farther away he is, the better… Still, now that you mention it, you’re right. I did hear Cassian say that.”

“Besides, simply becoming a lesser goddess isn’t enough for me. My problem is with a millennia-old spirit, after all.”

“But weren’t you a spirit yourself before becoming a demigoddess?”

“Yes, but I was a young spirit. A millennia-old spirit has lived… well, for millennia.”

“Will there be many like that in Eryndea? (Though, to be honest, millennia don’t seem like that much time to me anymore…)”

“Of course there will, and they definitely won’t be happy about the invasion of gods and mortals!”

“Why do you sound so happy about that?”

“The native demigods are going to be formidable opponents too.”

Cerys’s eyes were sparkling with excitement, even more than usual.

“Demigods…? But weren’t all those who failed to ascend expelled from Eryndea?”

“No, no, these are the native demigods. Because they’re native and connected to this world, they’re on a completely different level. There are stories of demigods who have even managed to kill gods!”

“Yay…”

“Speaking of native beings, there are also local deities, and they’ll fight to their last breath for their territory.”

“Local deities…?”

“Yes, like the lord of a mountain or a lake, the guardian of a valley, and so on… That’s actually the most common evolution for spirits. I was basically an exception.”

“And here I was thinking our greatest problem would be monsters…”

“Monsters? Haha, those are mortal problems. Mythological creatures, on the other hand… now that’s what I’m talking about!”

Cerys had balled up her fists, as if she were struggling to contain her excitement. Nerez, on the other hand, was growing paler and paler, living up to his title of “Death Personified.”

“And do you think… Do you think there’ll be a lot of that in the underworld?”

“Of course. Who do you think’s living there right now? Though the gods’ main enemies are surely the titans. Those bastards always show up in newborn worlds…”

“Titans…”

“All right, shall we go?”

“You know… living in the city doesn’t sound so bad after all.”

…

“If you don’t pay taxes, you won’t be able to keep this mansion. You say so yourself.”

“You know, that whole taxes thing completely breaks the immersion in this fantasy world…”

“I didn’t understand even half of what you said… All I know is that if the city doesn’t receive energy, it can’t maintain its barriers, artifacts, or a lot of other things, which is why they ask the inhabitants for faith.”

“Since when do you know all those concepts? Taxes aren’t an enemy you can fight and defeat, you know? I’m surprised you’ve even kept them in mind.”

“What do you take me for?!”

“Mmm… a troublesome and dangerous girl who’s also adorable, but not exactly on the brighter end of the spectrum.”

“I’m going to…! I’m going to…! I’m going to bite you!”

“Yeah, yeah. That’s what I mean. That’s more like you.”

“Gah!”

Chomp

“Ouch… my arm… that hurts… But not that much. These clothes really were a good investment.”
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The world’s evolving. The System is waking up. And it already sees Alexander as a threat.



Alexander died and woke up in a world not so different from his own.

Except for the aliens. And the superhumans.

He’s looking forward to meeting an alien. Supes? Not so much.

See, somehow he’s become a villain. Worse, he’s put together a supervillain team. And now every superhero and bounty hunter in the country is after him. But at least he’s made some damn good friends along the way.

Besides, what’s the point of having superpowers if you don’t intend to do something with them? It’s a world where the rich and powerful get away with murder, and heroes cause as much destruction as the bad guys. Alexander’s going to change that, no matter the cost.

And at the center of all the madness is something no one truly understands:

A System, still being born. Shaped by humanity’s hopes and dreams. Greed and ambition. Not to mention the desperation.

And it doesn’t just want this world.

It wants all of them.


What to Expect:



	Updates Monday to Friday

	From weak to strong to godlike

	An antagonistic System expanding its reach

	Multiversal stakes and layered mysteries




	Slow-burn, gritty, character-driven progression

	A sharp, tactical protagonist bending the System to his will

	Superpowers, cybernetics, starships, and magic

	Found family and the cost of ambition
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                Having finally resolved to leave Empyrean Peaks, Nerez and Cerys now stood outside the city’s gigantic gates.

“At least I had enough left to buy provisions,” Nerez said, holding a small leather pouch filled with what looked like some kind of nuts. “To think, one of these can keep you going all day without food or water.”

[Skytree Nut]

[Grows only on trees above the clouds.]

“I don’t want to live off those alone…” Cerys complained beside him.

“Of course we can find some kind of food along the way, but…”

Both of them looked down as the stairs descending the colossal mountain disappeared into the clouds.

“I think it’s going to be several days of nothing but walking down stairs…” Cerys sighed, discouraged.

“There’s no helping it. I didn’t have enough to buy any kind of transportation.” Nerez crossed his arms.

“But I’m sure we should already be able to travel some other way!” Cerys protested, throwing her arms up.

“Some other way?”

“I don’t know… But that stuck-up Selene can travel through moonlight. That’s how she left, after all.”

“Well, that’s true, physically impossible as it may seem…”

Besides, moonlight is supposed to be reflected sunlight… Well, by now I’ve learned not to question the logic of worlds where magic exists.

“Mumumu… But that’s exactly why you should be able to do something like that too!”

“That’s easier said than done…”

“If we had a ferryman, we wouldn’t have these problems!” Cerys complained, stomping on the white step. “The river of death runs through the whole world, doesn’t it?”

Oh, a skill like that did show up as an option once. I didn’t know it could actually do that…

“Nerez, you can sense the river of death now, right?” Cerys asked. “Can’t you do something with that?”

“I repeat my previous statement: that’s easier said than done… but all right, let me try.”

Nerez formed a mental image of the shining river running through Eryndea like the roots of a tree beneath the earth.

“Mmm… wait… what’s this?”

He could sense not only the river, but also small passages opening and closing in the darkness, linking it to the surface.

[New Skill Acquired!]

“Huh?!”

The unexpected message from the Godscript made Nerez jump, startling Cerys beside him as well.

“What happened?! Did you find something?!”

[Veiled Trail]

“I had no idea I could acquire skills this way…”

“What skill?! What skill?!”

“Calm down a little, Cerys. I’m checking right now…”

“Tch…”

[Veiled Trail]

[Even souls must travel. These are the hidden passages known only to the dead.]

“It looks like it’s the kind of skill you wanted…”

“Really?!”

***

For Nerez, it turned out to be a fairly intuitive skill to use. Maybe that was because of all his travels between lives.

The problem was that the moment a soul reached the river of death, the path started fading from that exit onward, so they couldn’t use the skill to reach the underworld directly.

On the other hand, it could take them to any trail that existed at that moment, which made it quite convenient.

“So this is a ‘Veiled Trail’?” Cerys asked from behind him. “And where exactly is it supposed to take us?”

It was a dark tunnel. There was nothing there but the two of them and the thick mist all around.

“Thanks to my connection with the river of death, I can sense the entrances to the underworld. Didn’t I already explain that part to you?…”

“Yes, yes, I know! I mean specifically where…”

“Well, it’s not as though I know the name of any place in this world besides Empyrean Peaks. I don’t even think they have names yet. The only thing I can say for sure is that we’re heading toward the nearest entrance… I hope.”

“You hope?”

“Well, it’s not like I’ve used this service before… Besides, from what I understood, these tunnels only open when someone or something dies, so that’s where we’ll appear,” Nerez explained, feeling a chill run down his spine. “In other words, we won’t arrive exactly at our destination, but rather at the death closest to that destination…”

“Hmm… Nerez, look! There’s a light!”

Through the fog, a tiny point of light began to appear in the distance.

“The light at the end of the tunnel, but in reverse.”

Besides, I think I know what the real light they’re talking about is…

The light kept growing larger, and it wasn’t long before they passed through it.

It blinded them for a few moments, but when they were finally able to open their eyes, they found themselves in wide grasslands, with the warmth of the sun, the breeze on their cheeks, and screams of suffering and horror all around them.

“Ooooh!”

“…”

In front of them lay the body of a middle-aged man split in half.

In the distance, people could be seen running while being chased by a group of what looked like giant two-legged reptiles.

These reptiles had a sharp blade at the tip of their tails, which they used mercilessly to attack what seemed to be a group of humans.

But Nerez couldn’t be sure of anything, because their hair colors were quite different from what he was used to. Or rather, they looked more like what he had been getting used to lately.

Besides the usual colors, there were people with pink, green, blue hair, and more…

“Not very different from Empyrean Peaks… well, they’re missing the aura its inhabitants have… and for some reason everyone in Empyrean Peaks looks like a supermodel. Life is unfair to mortals.”

[Human]

“Ah, so they are humans after all…”

A holographic window from the Godscript had answered him on its own.

“Bah! They’re just monsters… and super weak… let’s get out of here already.”

Beside him, Cerys, who for some reason had gotten excited all on her own, had now lost that enthusiasm after checking her own Godscript.

“I have absolutely no interest in getting myself into more trouble, but maybe I should do something for that group of people…”

Cerys looked at him as if she had just heard the strangest thing in the universe.

“They’re mortals… mortals die, don’t they? Of old age, from disease, in wars, cut down by lizards with knives…”

“Lizards with knives… But weren’t we the ones who brought them to this inhospitable land? I feel somewhat responsible…”

“You only connected the path back to the Silver Sea… and almost no souls return there. If you let them reincarnate, they’ll do it in Eryndea.”

“Me? Let them reincarnate…? I’ll leave that aside for now… More importantly, I think this would leave a bad taste in my mouth too.”

“When mortals die, they just go to the underworld. It’s not like they disappear or anything!” Cerys pointed out, jabbing a finger toward the bloody spectacle in the distance. “If you feel that sorry for them, make their stay there more comfortable or something!”

“Mmm…”

“You’re the god of death! The more mortals die, the better! The underworld grows stronger!”

“I don’t really need to become any stronger right now…”

“…”

“I’ve made up my mind. Those innocent humans can die as many times as they want… as long as I’m not watching.”

“Grr… Ugh, do whatever you want!” Cerys let out a long sigh and crossed her arms. “You’re the master, after all.”

“Look, if it ever comes to that, I’ll personally lead the armies of the underworld to lay waste to Eryndea, all right? We’d just be moving them to a different neighborhood, after all.”

“Okay… you’d better…”

I can’t even imagine what kind of situation would lead to that. I don’t even know what armies I’m talking about, but if it makes her happy…

“Very well, then let’s go help those poor fools.”

The truth was that one of the first groups of humans in Eryndea would soon find itself surrounded by something far more terrifying than reptiles with blades, on a day that would be recorded in the history of their nascent civilization.
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Founder of the Beastkin Clan





Kai Tong, a cultivator of the Ember Sword Sect, is an enigma among his peers. While others are consumed by the relentless pursuit of immortality, Kai finds little interest in such ambitions. In fact, he harbors an unexpected disdain for the very world of cultivation he is part of. Instead, he finds greater purpose in caring for others and the mystical creatures entrusted to him, like Snow, the ice-claw wolf, and Igni, the flame-striped tiger. His life, though peaceful, is uneventful—until a series of vivid dreams from another world thrust him into unforeseen danger.

These dreams grant him unusual knowledge, setting him on a path no cultivator has ever dared to tread. As Kai uncovers a revolutionary cultivation method, he defies tradition and reshapes the very fabric of his world. Along the way, he establishes the Beastkin Clan, a society of mythical creatures bound by unity and strength. Through trials and triumphs, Kai’s clan rises to be one of the great powers of the world, forging a legacy that will echo through the ages.

Join Kai Tong as he challenges the norms of the cultivation world, and becomes the Founder of the Beastkin Clan.

 



 

This is a slow burn story and might take a while before the story really starts to develop for some. This is also my attempt to write a Xianxia where the MC isn’t a jerk. So, don’t expect a super ruthless or murdery hobo MC like other Xianxia stories. But, do expect there to be lots of fluffy animals and lots of petting! 















                

                Mireia felt as though she were in the middle of a nightmare. But that was nothing new.

Having been born into a world that was nearing its end, she had always had to adjust to whatever happened around her. And it was never anything good.

She was still just a child, so she could not work the hard, dry soil. Her pastime, or rather, her job, was to search the ruins of ancient civilizations for useful objects for the village.

Those civilizations had built buildings that reached the sky and vehicles that traversed vast expanses of water that had existed in ancient times, waters they called oceans.

Now nothing remained of their cities but ruins, dust, and the monstrous creatures that inhabited them.

But there was no helping it. If you could not work the land, then you had to contribute some other way, and because she had no parents, Mireia was sent to explore the ruins. Many like her never returned.

For a while, though, it had seemed as if her ordeal had finally come to an end.

One night, a blinding light enveloped the makeshift huts that formed her village, and all its inhabitants were transported to a paradise.

The land was green and filled with flowering fields, the waters were crystal clear, the trees were lush, and the air was fresh and delicious.

It was a gift from the heavens! They, the descendants of a people abandoned by the gods, had finally been forgiven! Or so it seemed…

The illusion did not take long to shatter.

This land was inhabited by countless monsters and dangerous creatures whose diet had just expanded to include them.

The tragedy came soon enough when they were discovered by a horde of giant reptiles with sharp blades at the tips of their tails.

They had survived until now only because those creatures liked to cut them into pieces and eat them bit by bit.

If it had been a quick death, Mireia would have already thrown herself into the jaws of one of those beasts, but the spectacle before her, and the screams of pain of those who fell as they were torn apart and devoured, kept her from doing so.

But even if she did not want to surrender herself willingly, her time had finally come. She could not run anymore.

Her small, bony legs tangled together, and the little girl fell onto the grass while the rest of the villagers kept running for their lives.

Mireia sat on the grass, trembling. She knew it was the end. She did not want to look, but she could not stop herself from turning her head.

Her fears came true: the reptile’s drooling snout was only inches from her. The beast’s fetid breath lashed at her face and made the black strands of her long bangs flutter.

The reptile seemed to savor her fear for a few seconds before lifting its head and unleashing a rending roar.

The next instant, the blade came hurtling toward her.

Mireia closed her eyes, full of terror.

Clank!

But the pain never came. All she heard was the metallic clang of a heavy impact.

When she opened her eyes, the blade was indeed right in front of her, but it had pierced through a shield and stopped only inches from her face.

When Mireia looked up, she had to cover her mouth to keep from screaming.

It was a skeleton! A skeleton had saved her!

And it was not alone. The reptile, still struggling with its tail caught in the shield, was struck by a slash that severed its head from its body.

Another skeleton had come to rescue her. And before long, the whole field was filled with more of them.

The army of skeletons that had risen from the depths of the earth soon surrounded the horde of reptiles, and the creatures did not last long beneath thousands of arrows, swords, and spears.

Mireia and the rest of the villagers were left petrified, unable to move so much as a single muscle.

When the army of death finished off those now-pitiful creatures, they all turned toward the villagers, who quickly dropped to their knees, many of them wetting themselves on the spot.

“Bah! I knew those lizards wouldn’t last long…”

“Lizards… Cerys, when have you ever seen lizards that big…? If you don’t want to call them reptiles, at least call them dinosaurs or something…”

“What’s a dinosaur?” she asked.

…

“You know what? Never mind.”

From beyond the wall of skeletons came two voices that seemed distant, far away, almost otherworldly.

Soon the army of skeletons formed orderly ranks, rendering honors to two figures who advanced toward Mireia.

One was a beautiful red-haired girl whose sparkling orange eyes looked capable of setting fire to anything they rested on.

The other was a handsome young man with long silver hair and a deep golden gaze that seemed to hold the universe itself.

The two figures stopped in front of Mireia, who had no idea how to react to those divine beings who seemed to have stepped out of legends even older than the ruins of her world’s civilization.

***

Before Nerez and Cerys stood a girl no older than about eleven, though she looked far thinner and frailer than other children her age.

But after looking over the humans who had prostrated themselves before him, Nerez could tell they were all in much the same condition.

“Are you all right, little one? Can you stand?” Nerez asked, kneeling so he would be at her height.

“Nereziel, the god of death, is speaking to you, mortal,” Cerys declared, crossing her arms. “Did that lizard eat your tongue…? Agh!”

The moment she finished speaking, one of the skeletons under Nerez’s control gave her a chop on the head.

“The god of death!”

“Look at all those corpses…”

“The god of death has come for us…”

“This is the end!”

Unfortunately for Nerez, the damage had already been done, and the humans began whispering among themselves almost at once.

Still, a single glance from Nerez was enough to silence them.

“I did not come for you. This was just a coincidence…” he said with a tired sigh before turning back to the girl. “Tell me, little one, what is your name?”

“Mire… Mireia, sir…”

“Tell me, Mireia, are you all right? Can you stand?”

“I think… I think so.”

Nerez held out his hand and tried to put on a practiced, reassuring smile, though smiling had never been his strong suit.

Mireia kept staring at him as though he were some kind of mythological creature, while a strange sense of reverence grew within her.

Gathering all her strength, the little girl took Nerez’s hand by the fingers in the most respectful way she could.

[Apostle Acquired!]

[Skill Bestowing Acquired!]

[Which skill would you like to share?]
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Chapter 28: The First Apostle
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Tybalt of Greentear was nothing—the discarded, illegitimate son of a noble; a low-ranked soldier, sent to butcher beastfolk in the desert for a kingdom that despised him. His only dreams: rise above his station, and take revenge on the father who cast him aside.

Then he found the Tower of Death. He entered a bitter scout with blood on his hands. He left a necromancer, wielding forbidden powers of pestilence and undeath—gifts worth execution by church or crown.

Now Tybalt plots to betray the army, raise a legion, and turn the world’s order upside down… all under the eye of a mysterious seer who knows his moves before he makes them. To succeed, he’ll have to fight old comrades, seduce enemies, master a resentful revenant, and forge alliances among monsters and outcasts—all while clawing his way toward the strength to challenge kingdoms… and gods themselves.

What to Expect:

- An RPG-like system, complete with leveling, skills, mana, and stats that correlate with character capabilities

- Slow-burn, but deep and believable, harem

- Morally gray characters

- A slowly growing legion of the dead















                

                It was quite a spectacle: a swirl of black mist, lit by bluish and purple flashes, surrounded Nerez and Mireia, symbolizing the bond they had just formed.

By the time it was over, everyone had been left speechless.

Mireia looked at Nerez.

Nerez looked at Mireia.

While only Mireia felt it, Nerez could see it clearly in his Godscript.

[Apostle]

[A mortal who has manifested exceptional affinity, reverence, and submission toward a god, and is capable of serving as that god’s representative in Eryndea.]

“…What?” Nerez murmured, still not fully processing it.

“Ooooh! An apostle! Congratulations, mortal!” Cerys exclaimed, her own Godscript having just notified her. “Your existence just became more valuable! You will be our representative among mortals!”

Thud!

“And now what?!” Cerys complained, rubbing her head after receiving another chop from the skeleton.

Nerez helped Mireia to her feet, though she still seemed caught in some kind of trance.

But the moment she got up, her eyes began to shine with a light she had lost many years ago.

“Lord Nereziel!”

The little girl clenched her fists and cried out so forcefully that Nerez nearly stumbled backwards in surprise.

“Y-Yes?”

“You are going to look after us, aren’t you?! I know it! I can feel it inside me!”

“…Look after you?”

“In return, we will give you our utmost devotion! I promise you, I will make sure everyone learns your name!”

Nerez looked at the little girl, who seemed to have found a purpose in life, with mixed feelings.

He reached out and stroked her black hair.

“You’re still too young for that. If, when you’re older, you want to work in some religious role, you’re welcome to do so, though I’d rather you chose a different god…”

“‘Work’?” she asked.

It was the kind of word that had lost its meaning in the world Mireia came from.

“I mean whatever you want to do once you’re older…”

“But Lord Nereziel… there is no god more important or more powerful than you!”

“Where is that conviction even coming from?! Is this the famous religious fanaticism?!”

The girl, who looked at him with bright, expectant eyes, already seemed like a lost cause.

Not only had she lost all fear of the army of skeletons surrounding them, but with every second she spent speaking to the god of death, she earned increasing respect from the humans who still could not stop trembling on the ground.

“Nerez, we have to do something, or the moment we continue on our way to the underworld, your pathetically weak new believers are going to become breakfast for whatever pathetically weak monsters live around here.”

Cerys, who had moved closer to Nerez, instinctively covered the back of her neck with both hands, bracing for another chop.

“Is everything pathetically weak to you?” Nerez sighed, no longer in the mood to punish her. “But you’re right. If we leave now, these people will be left at the mercy of whatever crosses their path. And lazy as I am, I’d hate to lose the little work I’ve already done.”

To Mireia, the god seemed to be meditating in silence. In truth, Nerez was studying his holographic screen, which by now he had learned to operate with his mind alone.

[Which skill would you like to share?]

[Skeletal Soldier]

[Death’s Touch]

[Veiled Trail]

“Soulwarden isn’t on the list… well, that’s understandable. Mireia, are you afraid of skeletons?”

The little girl pressed her fingertips together, a little nervously.

“A little… but now I feel they’re a part of Lord Nereziel, so only a little!”

“They are… a part… of me…?”

Nerez looked around at the vast number of skeletons surrounding him, and a chill ran down his spine.

The skeletal soldiers were a manifestation of the power of the Book of Death, which in turn was Nerez’s Eidolon, a representation of his soul.

So Mireia was not exactly wrong, but it still made him deeply uncomfortable to be associated with a group of creatures that looked as though they had stepped straight out of a horror movie.

“It’s not that they’re exactly a part of me… Ah, never mind! What I mean is that I’m going to leave some of them behind so they can protect all of you.”

“Really, Lord Nereziel?!”

Mireia looked delighted, but the rest of the humans behind her swallowed hard.

“To be honest, I feel rather uneasy leaving a child in charge… but it seems only you will be able to give them orders. I’d like to speak with your parents. Are they around?”

“I don’t have any parents… I never knew them. But please do not worry, I can take charge!”

“I see… looks like we have that in common…”

“You do not have parents either, Lord Nereziel? Is that common among gods?”

“As a matter of fact, I’ve had thousands of parents. That’s the part that isn’t common among gods, haha.” Nerez scratched his head awkwardly. “But in my first life I was an orphan, and in all the ones that followed, I honestly couldn’t regard people younger than me as my parents…”

“First life? Thousands of parents?”

“Ah, don’t worry about the details. They’re… they’re god things…”

Another chill ran through Nerez the moment he referred to himself as “a god.”

“First life? Thousands of parents?”

Now it was Cerys’s turn, but she fell silent the moment she saw the skeleton’s arm rise.

“That goes for you as well, Cerys. It’ll only make this conversation more complicated. I can tell you everything later.”

“Tch… all right. Though I do feel there’s a certain unfairness in the way you treat your servants… Fine! Fine! I’ll shut up! Stop raising the skeletons’ arms!”

“So, Mireia… is there no one looking after you?”

“I have always taken care of myself! No monster from the ruins has ever been able to find me when I hide!”

“Monsters from the ruins…? Well… Ok… Look, seeing that you’re a responsible girl, I’ll leave around a hundred skeletal soldiers under your command. They will be the protectors of your people and of you.” Nerez said reassuringly. “Also, if you don’t mind, I’ll watch over you through them.”

“Lord Nereziel! I do not know how to thank you!”

The humans behind her, however, held their breath when they heard that declaration.

After studying ‘Skill Bestowing’ a little more in the Godscript, Nerez had realized that he could share skills at whatever proficiency he wished, as long as he had it clearly in mind.

In other words, he could share ‘Skeletal Soldier’ at proficiency C, meaning with the ability to summon a hundred skeletons.

If I give her the ability to summon ten thousand, something tells me it would wreak havoc on the history of Eryndea…

“Is something wrong, Lord Nereziel?”

“It’s nothing… and you may call me Nerez if you want, Mireia.”

“I don’t want to! That would be disrespectful!”

That was so strangely assertive for the little girl that it genuinely surprised him.

“Very well, as you wish… Now then, give me your hand.”

The little girl extended her small hand without hesitation and placed it on top of Nerez’s.

Between their hands, the same mysterious mist rose once more, lit by purple and blue flashes, though only for a few moments.

By the time the brief spectacle was over, Mireia had gained the ability to control a hundred skeletons.

“Lord Nereziel…”

“Mireia?!”

The little girl had begun to sway on her feet.

“I’m seeing lots of Lord Nereziels…”

“Ah! Right!”

Nerez hurriedly had the skeletons return to the ground, once again terrifying the rest of the humans who were watching.

“You have to practice calling them out little by little. Start with just one, all right? Once you learn to control the connection, you can start summoning more.”

The little girl nodded, still slightly dizzy.

“And you can feel it, right? It seems we can communicate through our minds. So it doesn’t matter if I’m far away. If there’s something you want to ask, or simply want to talk, you can think of me and I’ll answer.”

“But I don’t want to bother you.”

“Bah, don’t worry. You’ll never be as much of a bother as Cerys. I’m sure of that.”

“Hey! I really do feel there’s a difference in treatment here!”

“You’re already three hundred years old. Behave like someone your age for once.”

“What is that supposed to mean…?”

Mireia let out a soft giggle as she watched the two of them.

But then Nerez turned back to her and placed a hand on her shoulder.

“We have to get going.”

“So soon?”

“Yes. If we stay much longer, someone is going to have a heart attack.” Nerez remarked, glancing at the pale faces of the humans who were still kneeling.

“All right… But then… can we talk from time to time, Lord Nereziel? I won’t bother you much…”

“Of course. That was my intention from the beginning.”

“Thank you very much!”

“By the way, those reptiles are edible, or so the Godscript says… though I don’t know whether you’ll want to eat something that has eaten humans…”

“Food is food!” the little girl replied enthusiastically.

No wonder she had survived in a post-apocalyptic world.

***

“Where are we?”

“What is this place? Why is everything dark?”

“The city was sinking… are we dead?”

“A light, a light wrapped around me, and the next moment I was here…”

Deep in the underworld, thousands of individuals with sky-blue hair and long drooping white ears wandered about nervously. Their bright magenta eyes swept over their surroundings in utter confusion.
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Chapter 29: What Waits Below
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When Monkhaven, a town in the north of England, is torn from the world it knows and dropped into a fantasy world, three thousand ordinary people wake up to find magic is real.

There are monsters in the woods. There are races they grew up reading about in fiction. And somewhere beyond the hills, there’s an empire that enslaves the vulnerable - and hasn’t noticed them yet.
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                “I’m worried about Mireia…”

“Relax, Nerez. It was fertile land. In a couple of decades, you’ll have thousands of believers. Mireia will do a great job converting them all. I could see that devotion in her eyes.”

“…”

“What?”

“That’s exactly what worries me. I can see what she does through the skeletons. During those first few days, she devoted herself to building some sort of temple with them instead of her own house…”

“I still don’t see what the problem is…”

“Children should be playing and learning, not building temples. I tell her that every night when she… calls me…? contacts me…? but she never listens…”

“What are you talking about, Nerez? Children are supposed to absorb the lava’s energy and develop their own inner warmth.”

“I’m pretty sure those are just the fire spirits from your village…” Nerez let out another sigh. “Mmm… I’m worried… If we weren’t going to the underworld, maybe I would have brought her with me… Besides, the skeletons have the rest of the villagers terrified…”

“What good is an apostle who’s always with her god?”

“…”

“What is it now?”

“I’ll have to settle for watching over her through the skeletons. At worst, I’ll just take control away from her and make them take proper care of her.”

“For someone who doesn’t want trouble, you really are creating it for yourself… Mireia will be fine, I’m sure of it.” Cerys raised a finger. “She said it herself, didn’t she? She’s survived by running from monsters since she was little, and now she even has a company of skeletal soldiers around her. And yes, the rest of the villagers are terrified, but that’s exactly why they’re treating her like the leader of the village.”

“That’s true… I’d better focus on the matter at hand… But tonight I’ll try again to convince her to take things more slowly and try to make friends her own age. It’s not healthy for her to spend all day talking to skeletons.”

“…Has no one ever told you you’re a little overprotective?”

“No… but then again, I’ve never had a family of my own to be overprotective of. That’s how fate wanted it… literally.”

“True, you still haven’t told me about those thousands of lives.”

“And you still haven’t told me about your problems with your village and with the gods of fire.”

“That’s none of your concern…”

“Same goes for me, then.”

“Well, maybe someday.”

“Haha, all right. Someday we’ll talk about the past.”

Under the light cast by the fire in Cerys’s palm, the two of them made their way through a vast network of caverns.

They had already spent days descending into the depths of the earth, and at last Nerez felt the river of death was closer than far away.

“To think it looked like an ordinary cave from the outside…”

“Up to a certain point, it was an ordinary cave,” Cerys replied. “The underworld began when the glowing moss appeared, along with the oddly shaped mushrooms and the creatures that hide the moment they hear us approaching.”

“You seem rather well informed about all this.”

“Of course I am! I didn’t get to be three hundred years old for nothing, so don’t look down on me!”

“O great expert, what else can we expect to find ahead?”

“Mm… The glowing crystals should start appearing soon, and then we won’t need the fire anymore.”

“And what are those glowing crystals called?”

“Uh… they’re called… uh… mm… Look it up in your own Godscript!”

“‘Look it up in your own Godscript’? That’s a rather strange name for some crystals.”

“Don’t mess with me!”

“Hahaha.”

“I’m going to bite you again!”

But the conversation was cut short when they rounded the rocky tunnel and found themselves facing a starry sky.

They were not real stars, but hundreds of small shining crystals illuminating the cavern with an emerald hue.

“It’s quite a striking sight, I won’t deny that,” Nerez remarked as he looked around while walking.

They reminded him of the walls surrounding the Silver Sea and of the eyes of the gods of life.

“Green is the most common color. I think it’s the original one, or something like that… But depending on the area, they can be purple or blue,” Cerys explained, raising her finger again.

“Can you only name the basic colors?”

Chomp

“Ouch… I think putting everything in your mouth is a bad habit… Mm? I think I kicked something.”

Cerys had already put out her fire, but the light from the crystals was enough for Nerez to find the stone he had sent skidding away. Though it was actually some kind of gemstone.

“Oh, that’s a netherite. They’re quite valuable,” Cerys said, rising onto her toes to peek over Nerez’s shoulder.

[Netherite]

[Found only in the underworld. Especially prized for its ability to store souls within it]

“I don’t know if I even want to walk around with something like this in my pocket… but if it’s valuable…”

Nerez let out a sigh and decided to slip the stone into his pocket. He did not think it would be a good idea to sell it to someone else, but at worst, he could sell it through the Godscript’s shop.

“Nerez, I sense a presence up ahead. A numerous one…”

Cerys stretched out an arm to stop him before the last of the many forks in the rocky tunnel they had come across along the way.

“It’s this way!” Cerys exclaimed before darting into one of the side passages.

“And here I thought you were being cautious, but you just wanted time to figure out where that presence was coming from…”

Nerez hurried after her, but he feared more for the well-being of whatever Cerys had just found than for her.

“This is…”

As soon as Nerez caught up to Cerys, he was met by thousands of bright magenta eyes staring at them.

Their owners looked human, but they all had long drooping white ears and, rather ironically, hair in various shades of sky blue.

[Visiare]

[A race capable of living for thousands of years, endowed with great physical abilities and an innate affinity for spatial magic.]

“Isn’t that a bit much?”

***

In another part of the underworld, a great number of beings moved through what looked like an improvised camp.

It was an army, one made up of everything from little red imps to humanlike figures bearing horns and wings.

The camp stood in a vast underground expanse, large enough that it was difficult to make out the group approaching through the air.

But the woman waiting there with her arms crossed had no doubts. There was only one possibility.

“Drazira, you were right. We are in the underworld.”

At the head of the winged group that descended before Drazira was her brother, the co-leader of the demon army.

“I see. After all, we’re in the deepest part of this new world… we have to find a way up to the surface.”

“What are you talking about, sister? There is no better place for us to settle than the underworld.”

“Drazel, the underworld is not the same as our father’s ruined demon kingdom. You have no idea what we might run into here.”

“Oh, but I do, sister.” Drazel flashed a confident smile. “Not far from here lies the abode of the lord of the underworld. A Titan.”

Drazira’s eyes went wide. A Titan, a being whose power was far beyond mortal comprehension.

“We have to escape as soon as possible!”

“On the contrary, sister. I’m convinced this is a world that has only just begun.”

“I can feel that too in the magic flowing through the air… but what are you getting at?”

“This is our opportunity,” Drazel declared, spreading his arms. “We’ll make a deal with the Titan and become the dominant race of this new underworld!”

“Drazel…”
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Chapter 30: The People of the Hidden Island
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                “Bah… it’s just another bunch of mortals,” Cerys sighed, her head drooping in disappointment as the crowd stared at her in fear.

“The visiare can live for thousands of years. I’m not sure what other mortals would say if we put them in the same category…”

“If they die, they’re mortals,” Cerys protested.

“You know what? I don’t dislike your simple way of thinking. You save yourself a lot of trouble that way.”

“Is that an insult or a compliment?”

“It’s me saying you’re right. If they die, they’re mortals.”

“Hehe, I’m always right.”

“Don’t exaggerate…”

The onlookers listened to that strange conversation in bewilderment, but the eyes of one of them, an old man with a sky-blue beard, suddenly lit up.

All the visiare felt some kind of fear toward the strange newcomers. But the old man gathered his courage and began making his way toward Nerez with slow, determined steps.

I see that, unlike elves, the years really do show on them. Still… to bear marks of life like that, how many thousands of years must have passed?

“Excuse me… excuse me, please,” he asked in a hoarse yet gentle voice. “You are not only speaking our language. You also know the name of our race and our longevity… How is that possible?”

Nerez hesitated for a few seconds. How was he supposed to explain the Godscript to them when he barely understood it himself? Apparently, it was a divine tool that turned the knowledge of the cosmos into understandable data. Or was it the will of the cosmos? And that knowledge, or will, was called the Divine Order… which he also did not really understand.

But Cerys stepped in before him.

“We’re gods, of course we know that much. Don’t look down on us.”

The old man and everyone present were stunned. Gods? No, it was not unbelievable. In fact, it was an explanation that matched the powerful aura their shining magenta eyes could see surrounding the two figures. It also explained why the visiare were so afraid of them.

Especially around Nerez. To the visiare, his aura was no longer merely powerful, but rather terrifying.

Without thinking twice, they all prostrated themselves on the ground, or at least everyone who could.

Many had no room left in the cavern and remained standing instead, awkwardly lowering their heads in a clumsy attempt at reverence.

“Honestly, that’s not necessary…” Nerez tried to stop them. “You can get up, or some bug is going to crawl onto your clothes.”

Many of the more delicate-looking young women stood up without needing to be told twice, but they kept their heads lowered.

“Forgive our offenses, and thank you for your great compassion…” the old man said, bowing after he rose.

What offenses is he talking about…?

“Allow me to introduce myself. I am Thaelor. I am the Archonte of the city of Atlenia.”

“Archonte?”

“The lord of the city… though nothing remains of it now.”

Thaelor let out a heavy sigh before continuing.

“Our city was located on an island in the Granio Sea… But a magical storm struck our shores and destroyed the barrier that separated us from the rest of the world… The island that was home to our city began to sink, but when we thought all was lost, a light enveloped us and… well… we appeared here…”

“Too much blah blah! Get to the point already!” Cerys huffed, losing her patience.

“Ah, forgive me, please, Your Divinity!”

“Your Divinity…? Don’t worry. Cerys just has trouble keeping her temper in check. I’ll make sure she doesn’t do anything to any of you,” Nerez tried to reassure him. “I understand that it must have been a traumatic experience.”

Old Thaelor looked at him with watery eyes, as if he had found his savior. Apparently, to him, Cerys was more frightening than the flood.

Cerys, for her part, merely grumbled, crossing her arms and looking away. This was still better than a skeleton’s chop, after all.

“If I may… I wanted to ask where exactly we are…”

Nerez looked him in the eyes and began scratching his head awkwardly.

“Well… how should I put it… you’re in the underworld…”

Every expectant face instantly went pale.

“But calm down! You’re not dead, I can assure you of that!”

Everyone calmed down enough to begin whispering among themselves, but not being dead did not mean their problems had been solved.

“If we are in the underworld… then that means you are…” Thaelor asked, swallowing.

“Nereziel! The god of death, of course!”

Chop

“Ouch…!”

It was Cerys who answered, puffing out her chest, only to immediately receive a reprimanding chop from Nerez.

“What did I say this time?!”

“That was the part of the explanation I wanted to skip.”

“It’s the most important part!”

Nerez let out a resigned sigh. Now the pallor had returned to the faces of all the visiare.

“In theory, I ended up as the god of death, but don’t worry, I haven’t come for your lives or anything like that… This is just a coincidence.”

“Forgive me for mentioning this. I do not wish to offend you,” Thaelor said hesitantly. “But in appearance and name, you are somewhat different from the one we knew as the god of death…”

“You are now in Eryndea…” Nerez explained, trying to sound as reassuring as possible. “I don’t know what world you came from, but you’re probably referring to a god from there…”

“Your world must have been coming to an end,” Cerys added without holding anything back.

…

The whispers among the visiare intensified.

“This is our punishment for shutting ourselves away from the outside…” Thaelor finally muttered. “We were punished for our ignorance and apathy toward what was happening in the world…”

“I don’t think this is a punishment,” Nerez replied. “I don’t know how or why worlds end (at least not the magical explanation, only the scientific one). But I’m sure it isn’t the fault of a small island that minded its own business without bothering anyone.”

“Lord Nereziel…!”

The old man’s eyes began shining again.

“In fact, I think that is the correct attitude: keeping to yourselves without bothering anyone or being bothered. What more could anyone ask for?” Nerez continued, crossing his arms with an expression that reflected absolute conviction. “If it were up to me, I’d say you were the ideal people. I would have been happy to be your patron god.”

“Do you mean that, Lord Nereziel?!”

“Of… course…?”

“Does that mean that if we worship you, you’ll become our guardian god?!”

“Eh… guardian…?”

“Lord Nereziel!”

“Yes, that’s my name…”

“Please! I implore you! Be our guardian god!”

“…”

But once again, it was Cerys who could not hold back any longer and stepped in, invoking her Eidolon, the gigantic black scythe with a spectral gleam.

“Ah, she’s a reaper!”

“As expected of the god of death… even his servants are gods…”

“Please don’t kill us!”

Apparently, there were also legends of the Grim Reaper in the world the visiare came from.

“It was my fault! Please, take only me! Let my people and my granddaughter live!”

“Grandfather! No!”

Thaelor prostrated himself on the ground once more, begging for mercy, but a young woman ran toward him and shielded him with her body.

She wore finely decorated clothes with raised patterns, like the old man’s, and her long hair, which was in a lighter shade of sky-blue, was adorned with two braids gathered behind her head.

Both figures trembled on the ground, while among the onlookers, a young man and another young woman were on the verge of rushing forward as well.

“Do not be insolent, mortals!” Cerys exclaimed. “Nereziel is one of Eryndea’s three absolute gods, not some mere local deity. Why should he be your guardian god?”

The visiare were left dumbfounded. Some even fainted. Their stricken expressions showed that they had just understood what Thaelor had asked for, and whom he had asked it of.

…

As for Nerez, who had watched everything unfold without finding the right moment to intervene, he brought a hand to his forehead, already regretting what he was about to say.
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Chapter 31: A Few Thousand Problems
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Quiet Life Of The Mute Archmage (OP Archmage/ Academy/ LITRPG/ Mute MC)





What does it take for a mute girl to climb out of the slums and defy the very heavens?

 

 

Rescued from a rainy grave in the slums by a kindly Sage, Molly found a home and a talent for magic she never knew she had. But while others chant to shape Root and Structure, Molly sees the symbols in silence. When she awakens her true Affinity, [Epilogue], she learns her power doesn’t just use the relentless magic of an archmage. It ends it. Even the gods fear the silence of Epilogue

When her mentor dies, her final wish is simple: Hide. Enroll in the academy. Graduate. Find a party. Do not end up alone again.

Disguising a divine-level threat as an average adventurer-in-training is hard enough. Harder still when the heavens are watching, waiting for the one mortal who holds the key to their undoing.

In a world where only those with a voice are heard, can a mute girl defy the pantheons?

 

Or will the world finally listen when this broken girl decides to stop hiding?

 

 



 

What to expect:

 

- Unique magic system that uses mana(symbols) to visualize Roots and Structures to create a perfect formula (magic spell).

 

- Intriguing magic fights, with martial arts and lots more.

 

- Mute MC

 

- OP MC

 

- An mc that doesn’t just go around destroying things even when she’s strong.

 

- Slice of life and slow burn adventures.

 

- Super Heroes (Though this one doesn’t wear capes)

 

- Deep love for food and eating.

 

- Character focused drama

 

- Extensive world building on multiple worlds

 

- Extraterrestrial life forms

 

- Sects, clans, tribes, kingdoms, flying swords, martial arts, giant monsters, towers, mythical creatures, secret magic formulas, space mages and dragons. Lots of them.

 

 

 

 



 

This story was inspired by Frieren, The Silent Witch, Witch Hat Atelier, Delicious In  Dungeon, A Silent Voice, Super Supportive, Wistoria Wand And Sword, Legend Of The Northern Blade, Cultivation Stories and a lot more.















                

                “In any case, I was already planning to hole up in this cave… Ahem, I mean, make the underworld my home. So, if you decide to stay here, that would basically place you under my protection. Whatever that means.”

Cerys looked first at Nerez, then at the trembling figures on the ground, before reluctantly dismissing her scythe.

“Fine, but if they’re going to stay in the underworld, they need to understand where they stand,” Cerys said at last, crossing her arms.

“Oh, of course, of course!” Thaelor exclaimed, getting to his feet along with his granddaughter. “We shall be your most humble and devoted servants!”

“You two are the second grandfather-granddaughter pair I’ve met in quite a short time,” Nerez remarked, looking at the old man and the young woman still clinging to him. “The first pair is definitely going to cause me plenty of problems. I hope you don’t follow their example.”

“Lord Nereziel, I promise I will do my utmost not to cause you any inconvenience!” Thaelor declared, not really understanding what Nerez was talking about. “And my granddaughter Sae is even more proper than I am.”

The old man gave his granddaughter a gentle pat on the back to encourage her forward.

“I am Saelith, Your Divinity… but please, Sae is enough,” she said, bowing her head reverently.

“It wasn’t a threat, so you don’t need to get so tense… By the way, let’s stop with that whole ‘Your Divinity’ thing. It sounds strange…”

“And how should we refer to you?” Thaelor asked.

“Nerez is going to be the king of the underworld, so of course you must address him as Your Highness! And I am Lady Reaper!” Cerys exclaimed, puffing out her chest.

“You really liked that name… But Nerez and Cerys are fine.”

“Of course, Lord Nereziel,” Thaelor said with a bow.

“Lord Nereziel,” Sae repeated, doing the same.

“Just Nere… fine, whatever…” Nerez sighed, giving up. Apparently, mortals had an aversion to calling him by nicknames. “Though, are you sure you want to live in the underworld?”

“I do not know if we can return to the surface on our own,” Thaelor admitted.

True, journeys to the underworld are complicated in every world… In our case, the obstacles would run away just from seeing Cerys, but I have no idea what the trip would be like for the visiare.

“But more than that, if the god of death himself permits us to stay, it would be a blessing for us,” the old man went on. “This is a place filled with magic, after all.”

“Bah, mortals and their inefficient ways of using spiritual energy,” Cerys scoffed, looking down on them. “But you are right. The underworld is a sacred place, so you’d better be grateful you’re being allowed to live here.”

Is magic a type of spiritual energy? Well, if even faith counts as one, nothing surprises me anymore…

“Lord Nereziel, there is one small matter… We have not eaten or drunk anything in some time. Would you happen to know where we might find provisions?”

So much for not causing me problems…

“There’s no helping it,” Nerez answered, pulling a small leather pouch from his pocket. “These are Skytree Nuts. One is enough to sustain you for an entire day.”

“Oh, thank you very much, Lord Nereziel!” Thaelor exclaimed, taking the pouch. “I shall immediately distribute them among those most in need!”

“Those most in need? There’s enough for everyone…”

“From this little pouch? Oh, I see! A spatial magic artifact!”

Thaelor inspected the pouch and realized there were thousands of nuts inside.

“As expected from a race with an affinity for spatial magic. I guess it wasn’t that surprising after all…” Nerez remarked, one hand on his chin. “Though I wouldn’t call it an artifact. It’s supposed to be a simple coin purse… (It’s just that I used it for the nuts.)”

“Any trinket from Empyrean Peaks would be an artifact to these simple mortals,” Cerys declared, seizing the chance to mock the visiare.

Chop

“Ugh!”

“You call it a trinket as if you were the one who bought it… And stop picking on them.”

“Empyrean Peaks?” Sae asked. It was the first time she had spoken on her own, and her eyes were shining with curiosity.

“The city of the gods, a place forbidden to mortals,” Cerys boasted while shielding her head with both hands against any possible chop.

“You are right, Lord Nereziel. It is a magic item. It is simply so well made that it is easy to mistake it for an artifact,” Thaelor affirmed after finishing his examination of the pouch. “I also erred out of ignorance. I had never heard of a spatial magic item that was not an artifact before. As expected from the land of the gods…”

“It’s just a cheaper version of a true artifact… That’s exactly why I’d like to see the artifacts you can create.”

“Oh, of course! It will be an honor to create artifacts for you! As soon as we are settled… and have built our workshops… and obtained tools…”

“If you truly had talent, you would make up for all of that with guts!” Cerys exclaimed, placing her hands on her hips.

…

She was met with nothing but silence.

“There’s no rush, Thaelor,” Nerez said after lowering his hand from his face. “Speaking of settling down, once you’ve distributed the nuts, we should get moving. On our way here, we came across large areas full of vegetation. Maybe there will be more farther ahead too.”

Thaelor thanked him once more with a bow and went over to the rest of the visiare to organize the distribution among the thousands of hungry souls.

Sae also took her leave, looking a little calmer and more cheerful now, especially after watching Nerez and Cerys interact, which had drawn a few small giggles from her.

A young man and another girl were waiting for her, both visibly relieved. They were the same two who had also been about to rush forward to protect her when she was on the ground with her grandfather.

“I came to the underworld for a quiet life, and now I have thousands of mouths to feed…” Nerez sighed under his breath.

“Nerez, you truly amaze me!” Cerys exclaimed. “We only just left Empyrean Peaks, and you’ve already done more than any other god to expand your influence.”

“…”

“What?”

“Weren’t you rejecting the visiare just moments ago?”

“They were being rather presumptuous, expecting your protection. But if they’re going to serve you in the underworld, then that’s different. You have to take responsibility for them,” the redhead replied with a smile. “And by the way, servants shouldn’t get that many chops to the head!”

“They’re pretty gentle… Besides, servants don’t bite their masters either.”

“Grrr… you’re right. No choice, then. I’ll have to get used to it.”

Was not biting not an option…?

***

Nerez had gone through, in a single day, provisions meant to last him for years.

Fortunately, the answer would come the very next day. As they emerged from the cavern network they had descended through, what awaited them would solve that problem… and leave the visiare staring in awe.
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Chapter 32: Beneath Amber Skies
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Foundation of Smoke and Steel [Cultivation Isekai Epic with System Design, Political Intrigue, and Reincarnation Drama]





He married into power. Inherited a dead man’s body. And now he’s rewriting the ending no one survived the first time.

I woke up in another man’s body—on the day of his arranged marriage to the most terrifying woman in the Kingdom.

He was supposed to die.

And the worst part? He already did.

Because he’s still here. In my head. Bitter. Brilliant. Watching me relive every mistake he made in a life that ended with betrayal, heartbreak… and murder.

But I’m not Ethan Zhou.

I’m a systems engineer with a background in strategy, survival, and zero interest in playing by the rules of a cultivation world obsessed with bloodlines, legacies, and face.

This time, we build something better.

I’ll play the quiet husband. The loyal son-in-law.

Until it’s time to rewrite the foundation beneath the empire’s feet.



What to Expect:

Shared-body dynamic (transmigrator + dead genius = chaos and commentary)

Strategic cultivation and martial arts progression with a system…

Ruthless noble families, deadly weddings, and one very cold bride

Romantic tension, political warfare, and sword duels with stakes

Long-form emotional arcs, mythic scale worldbuilding, and tech-magic fusion

“Flipping the script” on classic xianxia tropes, from within the genre

📚 6+ Volume Series

🗓️ Long-term serialization, updated regularly twice a week sometimes more if I feel like it. 

💥 Ideal for fans of Omniscient Reader, Reverend Insanity, The Grandmaster of Demonic Cultivation, or The Scum Villain’s Self-Saving System















                

                It was not just an enormous underground space. Before them stretched what looked like a vast valley, hemmed in by colossal walls of rock.

Grass and trees grew there, and in the distance, both animals and strange creatures could be seen drinking from the various rivers that crossed that land.

High above, the crystals, which in this place gave off an amber light, shone like an artificial sky, illuminating everything.

“This is incredible…”

Sae clasped her hands in front of her chest, unable to look away. Beside her, her grandfather Thaelor, archon of the visiare, was rubbing his eyes, unable to believe what lay before him.

“Well, this is the largest valley we’ve found.”

Cerys walked over to the edge of the ledge at the cave mouth and planted her hands on her hips, satisfied with her exploration of the underworld.

“I don’t know if ‘valley’ is the right word, but I have to say the underworld is packed with gigantic underground spaces full of all sorts of curious things…”

Nerez also approached the ledge and took a deep breath. For some reason, the air was extremely pure despite being in the depths of the earth.

“This certainly seems to be the most habitable one…”

“Lord Nereziel! Lord Nereziel!” Thaelor hurried over with tears in his eyes. “Can we truly live here?”

“If you don’t live here, that will be a problem. I don’t have many Skytree Nuts left…”

Thaelor gave a deep bow, then turned to the rest of the visiare to organize the descent along the narrow, steep path that led from the cave down to the valley.

“I don’t mean to offend, but rather than the lord of a powerful city, the archon seems more like a grandpa worried about his family…”

Nerez was speaking to Sae, who had come up beside him. For her part, she let out a small giggle.

“That is not offensive at all, Lord Nereziel. My grandfather has always been more of a grandfather than an archon.”

“Archon meant city lord, right? But specifically? A king? A baron?”

Sae tilted her head in thought as she rested one slender finger against her chin.

“In our world, a king refers to someone who rules over more than a single territory. On the other hand, archon is the title that describes dominion over a single city-state and its surrounding lands. In our case, that was the island where Atlenia was located.”

“Interesting. If an archon could hold more than one city-state, maybe the word would have been translated as ‘baron’ in my mind, or something close to that.”

Sae watched curiously as Nerez muttered to himself about things only he could possibly find interesting, until she could no longer hold back her question.

“Translate? I thought gods knew everything. According to Lady Cerys, at least…”

“What? Me?”

Cerys turned her head for a moment, but soon returned her attention to the valley in search of something worth fighting against.

“Well, Cerys gave a fairly simple explanation, but not an entirely wrong one,” Nerez explained. “Basically, because we are gods, we have the ability to understand what others say to us and express our intentions, even if we don’t actually know the words themselves.”

Well, in truth, it’s the Godscript that handles the translation, from what I found out after our encounter with Mireia, but I don’t want to get into explaining what the Godscript is…

“Oh, I see! I apologize for troubling you with my ignorance!”

Nerez could only smile awkwardly. He had been trying all day yesterday, but it was impossible to convince Sae that she did not need to treat him with such formality. It was like telling Mireia she did not need to pray in his name every night…

“Enough blah blah! Let’s go down to the valley already!”

Cerys, finally bored of staring at the scenery, stepped between Nerez and Sae and urged them to join the line of visiare already descending the rocky wall.

“If I may ask one last question…”

Sae began to fidget with her fingers, nervous.

“What exactly is the relationship between you two?”

Cerys looked at her without understanding what she was talking about, but Nerez did not hesitate for even a second.

“It’s like having a pet, only much more aggressive. And she has no problem biting the hand that feeds her. Literally.”

At that moment, Nerez raised his hand just in time to intercept Cerys’s head as she lunged at him with her mouth open.

Sae let out another small giggle, but her gaze soon drifted toward her friends, who were helping the archon with the descent.

A faint blush colored her cheeks, but at the same time, a worried expression formed on her face.

***

Fortunately, the valley was full of fruits and nuts of different kinds, so Nerez’s already dwindling rations did not take another hit.

All in all, it was quite a long journey. Even after the descent, several more hours passed. However, there was no change in the light as time went by, since it came from the crystals embedded in the stone ceiling rather than from any sun.

By the time they finally reached the fork in the largest river in the valley, Nerez had spent a good part of the journey wasting time thinking about how thick the curtains would need to be for him to sleep in that place.

For the visiare, who could regulate the light entering through their barriers, it was an irrelevant concern.

“This seems like an ideal place to build a settlement! The land is flat and looks fertile, and this river could sustain a city much larger than our beloved Atlenia.”

Thaelor paced back and forth in excitement; it seemed this entire adventure had restored the energy of his youth.

“We must give it a name… Lord Nereziel! Would you do the honors?”

“Me?”

“No name you choose could possibly be a bad one!”

You say that with so much confidence I’m almost tempted to take it as a challenge, but I’ll hold back…

“Bah, this is probably the last valley in Eryndea before the river of death. Why not just call it the Last Valley?”

In the end, it was Cerys who stepped in, frustrated that she had not been able to find a worthy opponent.

“Oh, Lady Reaper! What a wonderful name!”

She really did get people to call her that…

“I think so too. The name has something romantic to it, and it suits the sunset-like glow of the amber crystals.”

“Very well, then, with Lord Nereziel’s blessing granted… this valley shall officially be called the Last Valley!”

“That’s all well and good, Thaelor, but…” Nerez said, clapping along with Cerys and Sae, their attention focused elsewhere. “Shouldn’t you do something about the beast eating your hair?”

Behind the archon stood a massive four-legged animal with golden-brown fur, two bushy white tails, and a white mane; each of its sturdy legs was almost the same size as Thaelor himself.

“I’m going to die, aren’t I?” the old man asked tearfully.

“And what would be the problem?” Cerys asked. “You’re already in the underworld.”

“It’s not the same, Lady Reaper!” Thaelor protested.

“Bah, once we take control of the river of death, it’ll amount to the same thing.”

But Nerez, who had been calmly observing the situation with a hand on his chin, cut into the conversation.

“Mmm, I don’t think it’ll go that far… Looks like it’s just grazing on your hair. I’d say it’s an herbivore.”

“What a majestic creature!” Sae exclaimed, clasping her hands in wonder. “If it is as docile and gentle as it seems, perhaps we could domesticate it. It would be a great help with transport and plowing the land!”

“That’s my granddaughter, always thinking like a future archon,” Thaelor remarked with half his hair hanging from the animal’s mouth. “Your grandpa is proud, my dear.”

“They are beasts of the underworld, which means they belong to Nerez! You had better take good care of them!” Cerys declared, crossing her arms.

“Of course, Lady Cerys! You have my word!”

I don’t know anything about owning these creatures, but I agree with the part about taking care of the animals…

“Sae, since your people are the ones who will be living with them in this valley, why don’t you think of a name for the race?”

“It would be an honor, Lord Nereziel!”

Nerez had checked with his Godscript that this mammalian race still had no name. However, he had no idea why some things had names and others did not.

Is it because they exist in other worlds too? Because something or someone has already named them?

“What about…? Iluk! The iluk race!” Sae finally exclaimed. “In our ancient language, it means ‘omen of good fortune’. In honor of our encounter with Lord Nereziel and this wonderful valley!”

[–]

[Sturdy herbivorous beast of the underworld. Despite its imposing size, it possesses a gentle temperament and a strong affinity for living in herds]

The Godscript still hasn’t registered the change… Strange. It seems like a good name to me.

But not long after Nerez gave his approval, the change did appear, to his surprise.

[Iluk]

[Sturdy herbivorous beast of the underworld. Despite its imposing size, it possesses a gentle temperament and a strong affinity for living in herds]

How curious…

“Oh, like your friend Ilyra!” the old man remarked, iluk drool already running down his head.

“Right, ‘Il’ means luck or fortune… though I don’t know what Ily would think of sharing part of her name after seeing the iluk sucking on your head, Grandfather,” Sae laughed as she watched the animal run its tongue over Thaelor’s head.

“Archon…! Archon…! Sae? You were here too…? Ah! Lord Nereziel! Please forgive my intrusion!”

A young man had interrupted the conversation, arriving at a run and struggling to catch his breath. Handsome and a sword prodigy, he was one of Sae’s two best friends, along with Ilyra.

“Osvel?! What is it, boy?! Can’t you see we are in the presence of His Divinity?!”

Ah… so we still weren’t done with that whole divinity thing…

“It’s Ily, Archon! Ily was kidnapped!”

…Would it be rude to say this situation isn’t doing much justice to her name?
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Chapter 33: The Lady of the Blooming Throne
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Kitchen Sink Isekai [Isekai LITRPG]





What happens when a fantasy world has too many main characters? Nothing good, that’s for certain.



Theo lived his life a bystander. When he found himself in another world, he thought it would be different. But this place isn’t keen on giving him an easy time.



Renovael is infested. Vengeful reincarnators, overpowered system users, delusional transmigrators, and fallen cultivators are turning the realm into their personal playground.



Fortunately, he has the class Supreme Main Character. Armed with a meta-system that lets him see other people’s cheats and exploit their storylines for his success, Theo is about to show a continent full of OP heroes why he’s the one who deserves the spotlight.

 



 

What to expect:

- A weak-to-OP mage isekai story.

- A clear-cut progression system that increases in scope gradually.

- A system with skill evolutions, tier ascensions, and impactful stats.

- World-building that actually takes into account the effects of reincarnators, transmigrators, and other protagonist archetypes.

-7 chapters a week. A chapter every day.















                

                “She was kidnapped?!”

Sae ran to Osvel and grabbed his arm, distraught.

“What happened?! Who could have kidnapped her?!”

“The forest…”

“The forest?!”

Osvel’s gaze darkened.

“We were leading the fruit-gathering expedition when gigantic trees with legs and arms rushed at us… We barely escaped with our lives. But when I realized what was happening, I saw a group of forest spirits carrying her away.”

“Forest spirits?” Thaelor asked, freeing himself from the iluk.

“That’s what they looked like… They were young women dressed in leaves and vines. The trees themselves moved aside for them as they escaped, and I don’t mean the trees with legs, but the normal ones. Their trunks bent to let them pass.”

“What kind of creature is that…?”

“If we’re talking about beautiful female creatures closely tied to nature, I’d say they were dryads. I could be wrong, though.”

“Oh! As expected of a god! You possess all the knowledge of the universe!”

“Thaelor, you don’t have to flatter me every chance you get,” Nerez sighed. “Could you please tone that down a little?”

“My apologies…”

“Dryads? Why would weaklings who go up in flames from a couple of embers want to mess with the servants of the god of death?” Cerys asked in turn. “This is a declaration of war from the god of earth!”

“The god of earth?!” Sae exclaimed, covering her mouth. “Why would the god of earth kidnap Ily?!”

“The god of earth serves the goddess of life,” Cerys explained, summoning her Eidolon and preparing for battle. “And she has a vendetta against Nerez after he humiliated her during the Ceremony of Beginnings.”

“Goddess of life, god of earth, Ceremony of Beginnings… That is quite a lot of new concepts for us,” Thaelor observed thoughtfully. “But seeing how magnanimous the god of death is, it would not surprise me if the goddess of life were evil…”

“Let’s not rush to conclusions.”

Nerez let out a heavy sigh, thinking that not even in the depths of the earth could he escape trouble.

“First of all, the underworld is supposed to be my domain (as far as I understand). Even I only just got here, and I barely know where anything is. I seriously doubt the god of earth, who should still be in Empyrean Peaks, laid an ambush for us.”

“Aaaaw, really? Are you sure?” Cerys asked, disappointed. “But that would’ve made things so much more exciting…”

“Lord Nereziel! Archon!”

Osvel stepped forward again.

“Please, I ask for your permission to organize a rescue party. It was my responsibility that this happened, and above all… I want to rescue Ily!”

A sad expression crossed Sae’s face when she saw Osvel’s passion. But it lasted only an instant. Soon, she too clenched her fists with resolve.

“Grandfather, I’m asking you too! We have to rescue Ily! Osvel, I’ll go with you.”

“Absolutely not, Sae! It’s too dangerous…”

“It’s true that in a serious fight, where you could use your sword at full strength, I might lose. But could you remind me who always ended up teleported into the river during our training sessions?”

“This isn’t the same, Sae…”

“Ahem!”

Thaelor let out a fake cough to draw the attention of the two young people.

“Osvel, Sae… I understand how worried you both are. But we do not know what we are facing. I cannot put the safety of all the visiare at risk just to rescue young Ilyra. I am sorry.”

“Grandfather!”

“Archon!”

The two young people almost rushed toward the old man, but Nerez stepped into their path.

“Thaelor is right. It’s the correct decision, and the one any leader should make.”

“Lord Nereziel…”

“But…! I…!” Osvel clenched his fists so hard he nearly drew blood. “Forgive me, Lord Nereziel… I spoke out of turn.”

“That said, I already told you that if you stayed in the underworld, you would be under my protection. I don’t like trouble, but I like being called a liar even less.”

“Lord Nereziel?”

Sae’s eyes began to moisten.

Thaelor’s did as well, though in his case, the tears had started when Nerez backed his decision.

“Besides, I don’t think you noticed, but Cerys left a while ago to search for our enemies… I need to find her before she sets something on fire and give her a proper scolding.”

“Lord Nereziel, please allow me to accompany you!!”

“Lord Nereziel, please allow me to go with you!!”

Sae and Osvel shouted at the same time.

“I know you’re worried about your friend. But this time, leave it to me. One day, your job will be to keep problems away from me, not add more to the pile… But you aren’t ready for that yet.”

“Lord Nereziel…”

Sae wiped away her tears, and a small smile appeared on her face. Beside her, Osvel nodded, aware that he would only get in the way of a god’s battle.

“But I mean it…” Nerez insisted, crossing his arms. “In the future, you’ll be part of the barrier between me and my problems.”

“Not even a fly will bother you!” Thaelor exclaimed, wiping away his tears as well.

…

Sae definitely got her personality from her grandfather…

Nerez let out a sigh, regretting more and more what he had gotten himself into, and set off in search of his impulsive servant.

Come to think of it, they didn’t know about dryads, but apparently flies really are everywhere…

***

Seated on a throne that looked as though it had been shaped from the trunk of a tree and adorned with red and white flowers was a beautiful woman with hair the color of spring leaves and lime-green eyes to match.

“Lady Avelle…”

From the shadows of the gardens surrounding the throne, three young women emerged and knelt before it.

“Ah, my little ones, were you able to drive the invaders out of my lands? How many prisoners did you bring to fertilize the soil of my gardens?”

The three dryads looked at one another nervously.

“Only one, Lady Avelle…”

“I see, so one. Very wel… What?! Only one?!”

“We couldn’t take any more… We don’t know what kind of race they are, but they are incredibly agile and strong. If one of them stumbled, another would pick them up with one hand and hoist them onto their shoulder. Not even the Elderbark could bring down a single one of them.”

“What kind of joke is that?! They’re the Elderbark! I had to kneel to ask them to help us!”

“They… they said… they couldn’t keep chasing the invaders because death itself was there…”

“Death?! What is that supposed to mean?!”

The three dryads began to tremble where they knelt.

“And that… that death itself is coming for us!”
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Chapter 34: Colossus
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A gradually awakening ship. Limited fuel. An empire that already knows.

A gradually awakening cruise ship, limited fuel and a super Empire that already knows about them. That was what Captain Dan and the core members of his crew found themselves dealing with.

Transferred to a fantasy world governed by a magical system due to a freak accident, the Voyager—a cruise ship set to be decommissioned—and her crew soon realize the navy of one of the world’s superpowers isn’t their only concern. The ocean beneath them may be the greater threat.

Fortunately, the System offers a path to strength beyond imagination.



What to Expect:

☑ An MC growing together with his cruise ship

☑ A ship that awakens, changes, and evolves

☑ A diverse crew surviving and rising together

☑ Daily releases for the first month, then 5+/week
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                It looked like a scene from the end times.

A tide of thousands of skeletal soldiers had flooded the forest, and although the forest itself tried to stand against them, there was nothing its inhabitants could do against the relentless waves of bone and rusted metal.

“Where did this army of undead come from?!”

Avelle stood there, devastated, as the unstoppable tide before her threatened to swallow every corner of her forest.

“Lady Avelle! Our sisters can’t hold out any longer! They’re starting to flee!”

“The dryads are deserting?! And the fauns and the black elk cavalry?!”

“Ever since they slammed into the wall of spears, we haven’t seen much movement on that flank…”

Avelle felt herself begin to stagger. Her entire kingdom was crumbling around her.

“The Elderbark… The Elderbark! If they don’t help us, their part of the forest will be destroyed too!”

At that moment, another dryad came rushing in with such momentum that she tripped over a root and fell right in front of Avelle.

“Lady… Lady Avelle… the Elderbark… They’re done for!”

“Wha… What do you mean by that?! The Elderbark are primordial spirits of the forest! They are older than I am!”

The dryad who had tripped got back up as best she could. Her face was pale, and she looked as though she had come face-to-face with death itself.

“It’s… horrible… Horrible!”

“Ho-horrible?”

“It’s a being as red as blood… It carries a long weapon with a gigantic, sharp, completely black curved blade… Nothing cut by it grows back!”

“It doesn’t… grow back…? Then the regenerative abilities of forest spirits are useless?!”

“That… that isn’t all…” The dryad swallowed. “When the being spins that weapon around, it creates whirlwinds of fire! It leaves everything charred in its wake! The Elderbark couldn’t do anything…”

Avelle fell to her knees.

“This… this is the end…”

But the light soon returned to the lime-green eyes of the lady of the flower throne.

“No… not yet… There is still one possibility…”

The dryads exchanged worried looks, until finally, one of them stepped forward.

“Lady Avelle… you cannot mean…”

“We have to awaken the colossus.”

“Lady Avelle?! The colossus?!”

“But that…! It is a spirit thousands and thousands of years old! It was born with Eryndea!”

“Once it is done with the enemy, it will turn its wrath on us!”

“We can only hope they destroy each other…”

***

[Servants]

> [Cerys]

> [Visiare of the Last Valley]

>> [Ilyra]

>>> [Location]

“The Godscript really is useful when it wants to be. I can feel that Ilyra’s presence pretty close by… Still, I didn’t expect Thaelor’s word alone to be enough as an ‘oath under the Divine Order’ for the entire race to be recognized as my servants…”

!

“Nobody better get any ideas about getting too close to me! All of you are gross…”

Nerez was hiding among the crowd of skeletons invading the forest, though he still had not warmed up to the idea of being surrounded by corpses, and those around him kept at least a meter away from him.

At least they were all bone and rusted metal. If he ever had the option of summoning zombies or something similar, he was quite sure he would never do it. At least not anywhere he could see them.

“Speaking of servants… Selene doesn’t appear here. She only appears as a member of the ‘Dusk Faction’. I wonder if the difference in power determines whether someone is recognized as a servant or an ally. Under the ‘Dusk Faction’, only the two of us appear. Our servants don’t show up… Ugh, but I do appear as the leader… Isn’t there an option to leave the faction somewhere in the menu?”

Nerez kept messing around with his Godscript screen as he advanced, doing his best not to touch any of the skeletons around him.

!!

But then, the earth began to shake with such intensity that he could barely stay on his feet… Before him, a mountain had risen.

No, it was no mere mountain. It was a gigantic creature of rock and moss. Immense trees grew on its back, and its eyes were like two dark caves.

It opened its colossal jaws, revealing thousands of enormous stalactites like fangs, and let out a roar that echoed through the entire valley.

“Mmm, this doesn’t look good… unless…”

Nerez stopped advancing, but ordered his skeletal soldiers to surround the creature. Many began to scale it, driving their swords and spears into it or riddling it with arrows.

Of course, there was no way any of that could so much as tickle a mountain with a will of its own. The creature lifted one colossal foot, and when it brought it down, it destroyed skeletons by the hundreds.

Even those near the impact who avoided being crushed outright fell apart under the force of the tremor caused by the stomp.

“At this rate, even the hundred skeletons I always keep reserved for Mireia are going to be destroyed… And she was so happy just yesterday when I told her I’d call her Miri from now on if she finally started working at her own house instead of the temple…”

Nerez looked into the distance. A column of fire had risen fairly close by.

“Cerys is probably almost done bullying those monster trees. If she gets into a fight with this creature, she’ll wreak havoc on the forest… or maybe the entire valley.” Nerez let out a tired sigh. “I guess I have no choice but to try that.”

With superhuman agility, far greater than when he had only been a candidate for godhood, Nerez advanced to the front line.

***

“Lady Avelle! The colossus is actually doing it!”

The dryads and the lady of the flower throne watched the scene unfold from a hill overlooking the battlefield.

“Let us hope it tires itself out in the process and goes back to sleep…” Avelle murmured thoughtfully.

Although some of the dryads had regained hope, another was still pale and could not stop trembling.

“But the red being still hasn’t appeared… The column of fire in the distance… it was her… she is close…”

Still, Avelle’s attention was drawn to something more immediate than the red being.

Right after one of the colossal stomps once again shattered the ground, taking hundreds of skeletal soldiers with it, a silver-haired figure dressed entirely in black and gold had appeared at the feet of the colossus.

“Who is he?! How did he appear out of nowhere?!”

The dryads looked at one another, just as bewildered as Avelle.

“We had not seen him before…” one of the dryads said. “But I cannot stop looking at him…”

“He is like perfection given form…”

“But his aura… his aura is terrifying…”

Avelle was no longer listening to the voices of her servants. All her attention was on the young man who had just touched the walking mountain.

!!!

Just like that, with one last, tragic roar, the mountain began to crumble.
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Chapter 35: Spoils of War?
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The Eternal Assassin Book 1

An action-packed isekai LitRPG Adventure featuring an overpowered MC armed with a unique spacial magic ability. 

With the power to bend reality at his fingertips, nobody will stop him. 

Asher was a mortician’s apprentice used to the quiet company of corpses. But when an ancient Lich accidentally summons him to a new world while hunting for eldritch abominations, he quickly learns that some corpses are a tad more lively than others.

The rest of his presumably short life is supposed to be spent as a helpless test subject. Instead, Asher harnesses the power of the rare Spatial element he gained upon appearing in this world to not only escape, but to get his hands on the never-before-seen element of Eternity hidden deep within the heart of the Lich’s tower.

The power to flicker between realms made him untouchable.

The power to heal from even the most fatal of wounds makes him unkillable.

Finding himself the target of countless powerful enemies who wish to use his incredible power for their own plans, Asher realizes that the only way he’ll ever be free to live his new life as he sees fit is if he embraces a new calling.

He spent his old life learning how to care for the dead. He’ll spend this new one learning how to deal with the living. It’s time for the Reaper to rise.

 Now available on Amazon and Audible








                

                “What…?”

Avelle fell to her knees. She had no idea what had just happened.

It wasn’t just the colossus. Her world was collapsing too.

“Lady Avelle!”

The dryads grabbed Avelle by the arms and urged her to stand.

“Quickly! You must escape!”

“There is no time to lose!”

Avelle rose as best she could and began to run, dragged along by her dryads.

At the same time, the dust cloud kicked up by the colossus’s destruction screened the forest spirits’ frantic retreat.

“But… But where are we supposed to go? The valley has always been my home…”

Avelle let the question slip out as she ran, her eyes downcast, not expecting an answer.

Though even if she had, the dryads’ attention was elsewhere.

!!

Falling from the sky in the middle of a ring of fire, a redhead with twintails had appeared and cut off the escape route of the lady of the flower throne and her dryads.

In one hand, she carried a gigantic, gleaming black scythe that seemed capable of tearing out your soul if you so much as looked at it.

“It’s… It’s her!” one of the dryads wailed, turning even paler than before and falling to her knees. “The blood-red being! She has come for us!”

Defeated, Avelle slowly raised her gaze, only to meet Cerys’s eyes, which seemed to crackle with sparks.

“Ah… No… Help…”

She instantly knew that any wrong move could mean her end.

***

[Proficiency UP!]

[Death’s Touch]

[Proficiency C -> B]

[Even the divine lords of this land must one day depart; mark those whose time has come]

“That must mean local deities… It’s a skill that forces me to put myself within the opponent’s reach, and it doesn’t even work on lesser gods yet…”

Nerez closed the Godscript tab he had been checking and continued climbing the steep forest hill.

“Well, I guess you can’t have everything in life… or in any life, really.”

On both sides of the slope, ranks of skeletons raised their weapons in salute.

A chill ran down his spine at the sight, but he did not show his discomfort.

It had not been a particularly difficult victory compared to the battles against demigods, but it was still a victory, and they had earned it.

“Nereeeez!”

From the top of the hill, a furious voice called his name.

He did not have to climb much farther before he saw Cerys waving her gigantic scythe in protest.

“Put that away before you hurt someone. More specifically, me.”

Cerys had not exactly calmed down, but she still dismissed her Eidolon without protest.

“Listen, Nerez! That…! That coward! She refused to fight for her life! She threw herself to the ground and just stayed there crying!”

“Yes, you tend to have that effect on people. But who are you talking about?”

Cerys angrily pointed behind her. There, on the grass, a cluster of huddled figures lay moaning and sobbing.

“She’s a local deity! She had the advantage of the terrain and surrendered just like that!” Cerys continued complaining. “And that’s your fault too! My stats rose too much after I became your servant! No battle is fun anymore!”

“How terrible… terrible indeed… Mm? A local deity? What a coincidence. I could test Death’s Touch and see whether it really works on one…” Nerez looked over Cerys’s shoulder while she stomped the ground, but the huddled lumps only went on sobbing. “On second thought, I don’t think that will be necessary…”

Pat Pat

“Huh…?”

Nerez patted Cerys twice on the head, leaving her bewildered.

“Despite everything, you did a good job today,” he said before making his way toward the sobbing huddle.

“Ah… sure… Mm? Despite everything?”

***

“Ah! Please do not kill us!”

Those were Avelle’s first words after throwing herself at Nerez’s feet the moment he came into view.

“Please do not kill us!”

“We beg you!”

“Have mercy!”

“At least let Lady Avelle go!”

The dryads followed her example as well and prostrated themselves behind Avelle.

Avelle herself raised her gaze with difficulty, but when she met Nerez’s golden eyes, filled with mysterious symbols turning within them, she felt as if she were staring into the end itself and lowered her head with such force that she ended up burying her head in the ground.

“It’s not like I want to do anything to you…” Nerez began, a little bewildered by their attitude. “But that depends on what has happened to Ily.”

“Ily?” they all asked in unison, their eyes full of tears.

“The girl you kidnapped…”

Avelle bowed her head in thought while the dryads looked at one another.

“Ah!” Avelle finally exclaimed. “I had forgotten all about that… We haven’t done anything to her, I swear!”

The dryads jumped in to explain as well.

“She’s only tied to a tree a little farther in!”

“But gently! We tied her gently!”

“She could practically slip free on her own!”

“Yes!”

“Definitely!”

Cerys, who had finally managed to put her thoughts in order (without accomplishing much), took her place beside Nerez and, with her hands on her hips, shot Avelle and the dryads a look of deep contempt that made them tremble.

“So when are we going to consume them?”

“Hiiiiiiii!”

“Nyooooo!”

“Mercy! Please!”

Nerez glanced sideways at Cerys and took a few steps away from her.

“Do you… want to eat them…?”

Cerys, for her part, gave him a baffled look.

“They’re spirits, aren’t they? Don’t you want to absorb their essence? I don’t think it would amount to much, but maybe the local deity would give you a bit more power…”

“Hyaaaaa!”

“Ugh… hic… uuuu… noooo…”

“Please…”

…

“Weren’t you a spirit too? And above all else… do those faces covered in snot and tears actually make you hungry?”

“Consuming defeated spirits is one of the fastest ways for spirits to grow stronger,” Cerys explained. “Of course, that applies to enemies, not members of the same village.”

“Still…”

Nerez gave the women another look. They were growing paler and more haggard by the second, and he could have sworn more than one had wet herself.

“No, I have a better punishment in mind.”

“What? What a waste…”

“Besides, they’re probably the reason this valley is so fertile. Who knows what might happen if we got rid of them.”

Cerys let out a sigh, but shrugged. After all, even she did not think consuming that group of sniveling messes would be much of a long-term gain for them either.

Avelle and the dryads, meanwhile, breathed in as if they had gone millennia without air.

“But before I start thinking about your punishment, I’m going to settle another matter…”

Nerez reopened the holographic screen of his Godscript, ignoring the question marks on Avelle’s and the dryads’ faces.

[Divine Blessing]

[Epitaph]

[Soul Ledger]

“Time to play the lottery again.”
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I Run the Dungeon’s Tradezone

by ZeroGuilt


“In a world…”

Nope. Not doing that sh*t again.

My Safezone was established, sort of. But now… now I get to do Phase 2 of my business.

Reluctant Expansion.

I said no, but was vetoed.

[You stepped on a few toes, Greg.]

“A few toes?” Is that what we’re calling an ambush followed by an unsanctioned audit?

[Business isn’t personal.]

Aha. And somehow I’m just supposed to run an entire Tradezone now? (You see what I did there?)

I just wanted to pay my debt. Maybe earn a little extra without paying the tax man… but no.

[Now you can earn a lot more than just “a little extra”.]

Fantastic. Love that for me.

Anna?! Let’s organise the next…

———
…installment of this series. I mean, it’s already underway now. Follow, as I, Sir Greg, continue on my journey to become the businessman I don’t want to be, but have to. The cozy comedy story of Dungeon-Core meets wolf of wallstreet. (Or whatever)



What you get:

• Escalation (World about to get big!)

• stronger character progression

• better business management

• more POVs, more MONEY, more GREG

• romance?



What you still won’t get:

• numbers go brrr

• harems

• excessive violence

 ▶ ENTER THE TRADEZONE 













                

                [Divine Blessing]

[Changes the reality of that which it is bestowed upon]

“The explanation is so ambiguous it tells me nothing…”

Nerez could not help letting out a sigh. He had chosen this skill because he still had no need for something like ‘Soul Ledger’, nor the slightest idea what he could do with a skill called ‘Epitaph’.

But this explanation of ‘Divine Blessing’ did not give him much to work with either.

“What I know for sure is that this was the skill the Goddess of Fate used on me…” Nerez murmured to himself.

He had checked after ascending, but the ‘Blessing of the Goddess of Fate’ had disappeared from the ‘Modifiers’ tab of his Godscript.

That blessing was what had forced him to reincarnate a thousand times over an immeasurable span of time. Or at least, that was what he believed.

But it probably had no effect on other gods, which was why it had disappeared.










There are two things I can take away from this. First, “Divine Blessing” is a skill any god can learn. Unlike the other options that have appeared for me so far, which clearly shared a theme. And second, it can be used in many ways. The question is which ones, how, and whether the effects it provides depend on the god…


















“Nerez.” It was Cerys who pulled him out of his thoughts. “What are you thinking so hard about?”

“It’s nothing…” he replied. “Unfortunately, the skill that would give us a Ferryman didn’t show up. We’ll have to wait a while longer.”

“I see… But with your ‘Veiled Trail’, we can manage for now,” Cerys replied. “More importantly, what are we going to do with these… sniffling messes?”

“Sniffling messes…” Avelle tried to wipe the tears from her face with part of her dress.

The rest of the dryads tried to imitate her, but since they were dressed in vines, they had to use their arms instead.

“You’re right… but it isn’t that complicated. I already have an idea.”

Nerez crossed his arms and stood in front of Avelle and her dryads, who would start trembling whenever they looked at him for too long.

However, he had to step back when Avelle, unable to endure the fear any longer, tried to kiss his feet.

“The visiare wanted a protector god, didn’t they? Who better than the goddess of the valley where they’re going to live?”

Nerez finally remarked while straightening his clothes, which had been left in disarray by the flinch he gave when he saw Avelle throw herself toward his feet.

“Oh… that isn’t a bad idea.”

Cerys seemed pleased with the idea of making Avelle humiliate herself by playing caretaker to mere mortals.

Avelle, for her part, was more than pleased.

“I do not know what a visiare is, but please do not worry, nothing will happen to them!”

…

“The girl you kidnapped is a visiare…”

…

“Nothing will happen to them from now on, I guarantee it, my lord!”

Is this really a good idea…?

Nerez let out another tired sigh.

“By the way…”

Avelle hesitated under Cerys’s harsh glare, but still managed to get a question out.

“Might I ask your name, my lord? If I am to swear eternal loyalty to you, I need to know who you are…”

“Ah, you’re right… I haven’t introduced myself.”

“You stand in the presence of Nereziel! The god of death! And one of the three absolute gods of Eryndea!”

Once again, Cerys was the one who stepped forward.

“Ah, I see! No wonder he is so powerful! The god… of… death… Hu…”

Avelle and her dryads turned completely white before fainting.

***

[Servants]

> [Cerys]

> [Visiare of the Last Valley]

>> [Ilyra]

>>> [Location]

> [Spirits of the Last Valley]

>> [Avelle]

>>> [Fauns]

>>> [Dryads]

>> [Elderbark]

“Avelle is the local goddess, but she’s listed under a broader category… I see. So that’s how the Godscript organizes it. Mm? I don’t remember those monstrous trees swearing an oath to me… Ah, now that I think about it, Cerys did say something… Does surrendering to her count as them becoming my servants?”

I don’t even want to imagine how many problems that’s going to cause me in the future…

Nerez felt a chill just thinking about it.

“I’d better focus on the problems in front of me… Like the fact that this is only part of the ‘Spirits of the Last Valley’, and it’s already getting a little messy.”

[Servants]

> [Cerys]

> [Spirits of the Last Valley]

> [Visiare of the Last Valley]

>> [Ilyra]

>>> [Location]

“Better. No matter how many lives go by, my OCD is never going to improve…”

While Cerys had reluctantly stayed behind to explain to Avelle and her dryads what Empyrean Peaks was and the current state of the world, Nerez was making his way toward the place where the kidnapped girl was being held.

In fact, it did not take long before he spotted a girl with magenta eyes and sky-blue hair tied into a side ponytail, swinging her feet out of boredom while she hung from a tree, trapped by vines.

“Oh, if it isn’t the Lord of Darkness! Death Personified! Long live Lord Nereziel!”

The girl’s face lit up when she saw him approach. He had never spoken to her before, but he did not mind that she apparently lacked even a trace of the reverence the other visiare showed him. It was a refreshing change.

At the same time, however, he could not overlook the fact that someone was using those titles to refer to him.

“Cerys was the one who taught you all that, wasn’t she?”

“Exactly! It was Lady Reaper!”

“Looks like she needs another punishment…”

“Uhm… I don’t think it was Lady Reaper… or at least I had nothing to do with any punishment… okay?”

“And you… were you trying to make me angry? Do you want me to leave you hanging?”

“Not at all, I promise! I meant it! They were such cool titles that I wanted to use them! Please get me down…”

All Nerez had to do was touch the vines binding Ily.

Death’s Touch

They withered instantly, snapping apart and letting her fall into his arms.

“That was amazing, Lord Nereziel! Terrifying… but amazing!”

With one gentle motion, Nerez set Ily down on the ground, though she seemed less than pleased to be out of his arms.

“The damsel-in-distress experience was too short… I demand an extension!”

…

“Are you really the same age as Sae?”

“I’ll always be young at heart! Besides, everyone sees me as a tomboy. It wasn’t bad to experience something a little more ‘maidenly’ for a change…”

…

Nerez let out a sigh, but crouched down and offered her his back.

“You must be a little tired after that experience. Just this once, I’ll be your carriage, Princess.”

“Haha, the real princess is Sae… But I accept!”

Ily hopped onto Nerez’s back, and the two of them made their way back.

They picked up Cerys along the way, and Avelle took the opportunity to apologize by burying her head in the ground.

For Nerez and Ily, watching it felt more like a punishment for them than an apology.

Back at the fork in the river, after hugs and tears, a celebration awaited them that night, complete with a feast.

Most of the provisions had been tributes brought by Avelle as a peace offering: meat from the giant black elk that had fallen in battle, nuts, fruits, and even a good amount of alcoholic drinks made from fermenting those same fruits.

The night was filled with anecdotes, among them Avelle and Ily drunkenly inventing their own song beneath the embarrassed gazes of dryads, fauns, and visiare alike.

But those are stories for another time.

***

“Drazel… what is the meaning of this?”

The demon Drazira stared at her brother, who stood amid hundreds of corpses. They belonged to a humanoid race, though one with strong beastlike features.

“It is merely an offering to the Titan, Drazira.”

“An… offering?”

Drazel turned toward her with a broad smile, one that contrasted with the blood dripping from his sharp sword.

“The Titan controls the river of death; this offering will make him more powerful.” Drazel raised his hand, signaling for the demon soldiers to begin burning the bodies. “At the same time, it will show him how useful we can be… I don’t want us exterminated the moment we request an audience.”

“Can we not simply coexist?” Drazira’s voice sounded choked. Not even her father, the demon king, had ever gone to such extremes of cruelty with his enemies, much less with neutral races. “Why do we have to do this?”

Her brother wiped the blood from his sword and sheathed it before addressing her again.

“We were not born to coexist, sister. We were born to dominate.”
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Chapter 37: The Place Beside Them
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Archmage Unbound [OP Archmage, LitRPG]

by storytopia07


Maya, who was orphaned at birth, had found herself a new family in the Magus Guild, whose sole mission was to kill the Gods that governed their world. Loyal to their ambitions, she rose through the ranks to become one of their most trusted and powerful members. Working as a spy, her journeys took her across the world, which she began to see through a different lens. When the time came to sow the seeds of destruction, she chose to betray her family. After an apocalyptic battle with its leader, she chose to disappear from the world in self-exile.

As time moved on, the world seemed to have all but forgotten her. However, the echoes of the past ring louder in the present. When an old friend arrives seeking her help, she learns of the ugly truth. The Gods have turned on their own creations. Maya finds herself at the crossroads once again, where she is reminded of the betrayal she had made for the sake of the world.

As she ventures into the world once again, she finds herself travelling across the continent, witnessing how the world has changed over the years, crossing paths with allies and foes of past and new, all while being reminded of why she chose to fight the battles she fought.

New chapter every day for the next two weeks.



A fantasy tale dealing with the concepts of prophecy and predestination. The themes are heavily inspired by the Witcher universe, while the setting is predominantly classical fantasy.

Hope you enjoy and thanks for reading!
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                Mornings came early for Saelith of House Sylvaren.

Before sunrise, Sae was already dressed and had washed her face in the small wooden basin.

Normally, the maids of House Sylvaren took care of her clothing and grooming, but she and her grandfather Thaelor had given them time off so they could take care of themselves.

It was no wonder, since all of them had been transported to this unknown world called Eryndea.

After making herself as presentable as she could, Sae opened the flaps of her black elk hide tent, and the first rays of morning light greeted her.

Of course, it was not that the sun had risen in the underworld. Rather, they were the first rays of light that the provisional spatial barrier the visiare had raised around the camp had allowed through.

After taking a deep breath of the fresh air in the magical valley of the underworld, she set out to fetch more water from the river.

On the way, the other visiare greeted her with small bows, and she returned their greetings cheerfully.

She also greeted the gigantic trees with legs known as the Elderbark, which spent their days carrying materials for what would become the future city.

They did not greet her back, but it was not out of ill will. They simply were not the most responsive beings.

The only exception was whenever Cerys passed nearby, at which point they would start trembling.

Once she reached the gigantic river that still had no name, Sae began playing with a pair of iluks that were drinking water by the bank.

Many of these docile yet imposing creatures already lived among them. Apparently, they had been won over with scratches behind the ears. That was their main weakness.

The walk back to the tent she shared with her grandfather was always a little slower. Sae often stopped to help those in need, whether by hanging laundry for older people or catching little children who had escaped their mothers’ attempts to give them their morning baths.

By the time she returned, her grandfather was usually already dressed, and the two of them would have a modest breakfast. Fruit, nuts, and some smoked black elk meat, if there was any.

“We must thank Lord Nereziel for everything he has done for us. Black elk hides, food, a place to live… we will never be able to repay him.”

“You’re right, Grandfather. He said it was all thanks to Lady Avelle. But without Lord Nereziel, we would have become fertilizer for the valley, according to Lady Avelle herself…”

“Ah! That’s right! Yesterday, I found the perfect place for the temple, Sae. We truly are going to surprise Lord Nereziel.”

“That’s fine, Grandfather, but remember that he forbade us from building him a temple until everyone was settled. Homes, farms, and public services all take priority.”

“Well, just a little excavation for the foundations wouldn’t hurt anyone…”

“Grandfather…”

“We elders need spiritual peace! We could drop dead at any moment! Without a temple, how will Lord Nereziel receive us into his arms?!”

“I don’t know what he would think if he heard you say that… First of all, you and the other elders still have several hundred years left in you. There’s no need to be in such a hurry.”

Thaelor grumbled, but he did not press the issue. He was the archon, but he understood perfectly well that winning an argument with his granddaughter was impossible.

“Sae…”

“Yes, Grandfather?”

“Do you think black elk or iluks give milk? I miss my morning milk…”

“…”

Together, they finished their breakfast and prepared to face another long and difficult day in those untouched lands.

***

“Ah! Osvel, Ily, good morning!”

On her way to collect some new cloth made from a kind of silk the dryads were handing out, Sae ran into her two childhood friends.

“Good morning,” Osvel replied with his usual smile.

“Sae! Please listen to me!” Ily placed one hand on Sae’s shoulder and pointed at Osvel with the other. “This sorry excuse for a hunter couldn’t even catch a single miserable rabbit!”

“I… I see. What a shame…”

“I’m convinced I would’ve had better luck if you hadn’t been yelling beside me the whole time…”

“Aaaah! Are you saying it was my fault?!” Ily turned toward her friend with fake tears in her eyes. “Sae, did you hear what he said?!”

“Haha, you two always get along so well. I’m jealous.”

“Sae, I think you need to get your eyes checked,” Osvel retorted.

“What are you talking about, Sae? You and I are best friends! Osvel is just a nuisance I keep running into every morning.”

“If you hadn’t pitched your tent next to mine, you wouldn’t see me every morning…”

“What am I supposed to do when our mothers are friends…?! Ah, my mother wanted me to help her with lunch. She’s going to scold me!” Ily broke into a run, though not before turning back one last time. “And I’m going to tell her it’s Osvel’s fault we don’t have any rabbit, because he’s a terrible hunter!”

“Hey…”

But Osvel had no time to protest. Ily had already vanished among the camp’s tents.

“That girl is always like a whirlwind,” Sae said, laughing.

“Can you believe she’s the oldest of the three of us?”

“Hard to forget. She never misses a chance to remind us.”

Sae and Osvel laughed, relieved. No matter what had happened, they might be in another world, but the three of them were still the same.

“Well, I’d better get going. I can’t neglect my sword training.”

“I don’t think you need to improve any more. It’s been a long time since anyone could beat you…”

“Lady Reaper says Lord Nereziel is going to need an army in the future. I don’t want my skills to rust.”

“But Ily says Lord Nereziel already has an incredible army, terrifying but incredible… whatever that means…”

“Maybe, but if an opportunity presents itself, I don’t want to miss it.” Osvel gave her one last smile and raised a hand in farewell as he walked away. “Besides, I still can’t forgive myself for letting Ily get kidnapped while she was with me.”

Sae returned his smile and waved goodbye with her delicate hand. But inside, her heart tightened a little.

When she was younger, she had spent almost all her time shut away in the palace of Atlenia. Although she did see Osvel and Ily from time to time, since they were the children of important nobles, she knew those two were the true childhood friends, and she was just an extra.
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                    Hey, people!

Today is my birthday!

And Fruit Loops is going to pass me soon, if he hasn’t done so already.

(ノಥ益ಥ)ノ

To forget that, I want birthday presents!

It can be whatever you haven’t done yet!

A follow, a favorite, a 5-star rating, or posting a link to the story somewhere!

(ﾉ◕ヮ◕)ﾉ*:･ﾟ✧

Hey, I’m not saying I deserve it, I’m just saying I want it!
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The Uprising of the Hero Party’s Underling


I actually got isekai’d once.

It happened 10 years ago, when I was just a 16-year-old kid suffering from “main character syndrome.” I slipped on the stairs, and the text thing I knew that I was in a place called Averula.

That place had monsters, a Demon King bent on world domination, and “Heroes” carrying the hopes of the kingdom on their backs.

Being the traveler from the other world I was, I figured I should shoulder some of that burden. So, I joined the Hero’s party as the sixth member.

Also the one everyone called the errand boy.

I spent three years cooking, peeling oranges, serving tea, giving massages, and literally fanning those “Heroes” - only to kick the bucket in the final boss fight.

The last thing I saw? My so-called “comrades” decided I wasn’t worth wasting a Resurrection Elixir on.

Luckily, I woke up back in my old world.

After that, I’ve spent the last 10 years living a quiet, peaceful life. And I was perfectly happy keeping it that way forever.

But now, the god that kicked me to the other world in the first place wants me to go back, right to the moment before it all started.

For what? To be an errand boy again?

I’m not feeling that idea at all.
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                It was already past noon, though the amber glow of the underworld crystals hardly varied. The only noticeable changes came from the slight adjustments being made to the spatial barrier covering the camp.

Sae was not tired, but a strange feeling had come over her and prompted her to lie down under the shade of a tree on the outskirts of the camp.

This was another world. Everything was new and different.

Even so, some things always stayed the same.

She was still living apart from the rest, right at the center of her civilization. Meanwhile, Osvel and Ily were still as inseparable as ever.

“In fact, they seem closer than ever now…”

Sae covered her face with both hands.

“Am I a bad person for feeling this way?”

Finding no answer, only the frustration swelling inside her, Sae kicked her legs in the air, trying to shake it off.

“…Is everything all right?”

Sae pulled her hands away from her face, dreading the worst, and a blush flooded her cheeks when she saw that her fear had been justified.

“Lord Nereziel…!”

If there had been a hole nearby, she would have loved to hide in it. The most important being any visiare had ever known had just seen her acting like a little girl.

“I-it’s not what it looks like, Lord Nereziel! I was just…! I was just stretching!”

“Really? Because if you have a problem, I wouldn’t mind listening.”

Nerez sat down beside Sae under the shade of the tree. It was not that late yet, but as had been the case all day, the amber light made it seem as though evening had already arrived.

“I don’t think I should be telling you about things like this, Lord Nereziel… they’re just silly problems.”

Lying back on the grass with his eyes closed, Nerez gave her a reassuring smile.

“That’s exactly the kind of problem I don’t mind getting involved in: silly ones. If we were talking about a divine war, I would’ve hidden very far away by now…”

Although, if I’m being honest, preparing for something like that is exactly why I came to hide in the underworld in the first place.

“I think anyone would hide in the middle of a divine war, Lord Nereziel…”

“Well? I’m not always going to be willing to listen to other people’s problems. This is your chance.”

Sae drew her knees to her chest and buried her face between them for a few moments. But when she finally raised her head, she broke the silence while her gaze drifted toward the horizon.

“I’m scared, Lord Nereziel.”

Nerez slowly opened his eyes. Far above, he could see the ceiling of the enormous cavern, embedded with thousands of crystals, while the mysterious underground breeze carried the scents of the valley with it.

“That’s understandable. You’re in a new world, and everything you knew no longer exists… But… even if your previous world is gone, fortunately all of you are safe. That’s what matters most. And you don’t have to worry. Avelle will make sure things stay that way.”

“That isn’t it, Lord Nereziel… I’m scared of what will happen to our friendship if I confess my feelings to Osvel… If Osvel rejects me, will the three of us still be able to stay friends? And if Osvel accepts my confession, what will Ily say? What does Ily feel for Osvel?”

The more Sae spoke, the paler Nerez became.

“I see… matters of the heart… Mmm, that’s not exactly my strong suit, to be honest…”

“I’m just being silly, aren’t I?”

Nerez swallowed, regretting the mess he had just gotten himself into.

Compared to the romantic troubles of the young, maybe a divine war did not seem so terrible after all.

“No, no, not at all… If I were in your place, I wouldn’t be able to sleep at night.”

“Haha, I can’t imagine Lord Nereziel having this kind of problem. Surely you must have many wives and a legion of friends…”

Nerez looked at her as if he did not understand a single word of what he had just heard.

“The only thing I have is a semi-pet that bites the hand that feeds her… Besides, I’ve only had one date in my life (lives?), and let’s just say it didn’t go very well.”

Now it was Sae who looked at him as if she did not understand a single word of what she had just heard.

“How can that be possible? What happened on that date?”

“I don’t remember it very well. It was too many years ago, honestly… Although I can say that, among other things, I died.”

“You… died?”

“Though that was the least of my problems…”

Now it was Sae’s turn to go pale. For a moment, she had forgotten that she was sitting beside a god.

The archon’s granddaughter knew Atlenia’s mythology inside and out. She knew gods experienced many things that ordinary mortals could never endure.

“I’m sorry, Lord Nereziel… I asked something I shouldn’t have.”

Nerez sat up, scratching his head, visibly uncomfortable.

“Ah, no, don’t worry. It happened far too long ago. Now I only want peace and quiet… which, apparently, is rather hard to come by. But let’s leave that aside. We were talking about what was troubling you.”

“What was troubling me? Compared to dying… it feels so trivial that I’m embarrassed to keep talking about it…”

“Not at all! I may not know much about the subject, but I’m sure that for young women, love really is a matter of life and death! (Or at least that’s what romance novels said…)”

Sae let out a small giggle, already far more relaxed than before.

She had heard that looking down at the city of Atlenia from the top of its gigantic lighthouse made one’s problems seem smaller.

This went far beyond that.

“But Lord Nereziel, does that mean you have some advice to give me?”

Nerez folded his arms, thinking it over.

“It’s true that when it comes to love, I’m a beginner… but there is one thing I can say. Life is short.”

“Life is short?”

“Exactly. Even for you, who can live for thousands of years, life is short. And the longer you live, the shorter it becomes.”

“My grandfather says something similar…”

“Actually, it’s quite interesting. If you’re ten years old, ten years feels like an eternity. It’s everything you’ve ever lived. But if you’re eighty, it’s only one-eighth of your life, and the years that once seemed to take forever pass before you even notice.”

“I see…”

“Ahem! Sorry, I got off topic. What I meant is that if you have something to say, don’t keep it to yourself. No one knows what might happen tomorrow. I can guarantee no one is going to kidnap any of you again, but Ily or someone else might confess to Osvel first. Wouldn’t you regret not even trying before that happens?”

“Lord Nereziel… You’re right! It’s better to regret failing after trying than to fail because I never tried at all.”

Nerez nodded, satisfied with himself. He had survived his turn as a romance counselor without any major incidents.

“But I don’t know how to get a moment alone with him… if I tell him I want to speak with him privately, it’ll be too obvious to everyone.”

“That’s true. There are also the political implications of the visiare princess confessing her feelings. We’d need to avoid making a spectacle out of it,” Nerez replied, rubbing his chin in thought.

“Osvel and Ily go hunting in the mornings, but even if I wanted to join them, the three of us would be together, and there wouldn’t be a moment alone to talk to him…”

Sae looked dejected. She had gathered her courage, but carrying out the plan was more complicated than it seemed.

“Maybe… I could… go with the three of you… We’d split into pairs… I can ask Ily to show me the area…”

Nerez said this while regretting every word that left his mouth.

“Lord Nereziel! I don’t know how to thank you!”

***

Cerys, though reluctantly, had stayed behind to guard the camp.

Everything had gone according to plan. As soon as they entered the forest, the group of four had split up.

Ily happily agreed to be Nerez’s guide, though she had to compete with Osvel for the role, since he had offered as well.

But although Nerez did not have much experience in love, his experience watching it from a distance over thousands of lives told him that everything had gone far too smoothly.

His intuition was proven right not long after the group had separated.

“Was I in the way, Lord Nereziel?” Ily asked while playing with a branch she had found along the path, bending it back and forth.

“In the way?” Nerez asked, letting his gaze wander.

“You know what I mean,” Ily replied, turning her head and smiling mischievously. “What happens if I like Osvel too? Aren’t you going to help me as well, Lord Nereziel?”

…

God, why are you doing this to me? I’d love to complain like that, but I’m the only god here…
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She developed the magic system. Now she must master it.
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Nellie Strum, a reclusive lead developer who worked on a VRMMO called Vainfall, was diagnosed with a terminal illness at thirty years old. Having nothing else to lose after dedicating her life to her dream job, she volunteered as a beta tester for [Verse], a revolutionary new brain interface created by the same company.

After undergoing a medically induced coma, she is reborn as Darya Altazark, a young Archmage from the tropical island of Karossa who had died shortly after her ascension in an unexpected battle.

The world of Vainfall is different from what she remembers, and [Verse] says her next death will be permanent. As the memories of her past life fade alarmingly fast, she is in a race against time to master the magic system she developed before the endgame calamity cuts her second life short.





LITRPG

VRMMO

PROGRESSION




What to expect:

➜ Updates M/W/F

➜ ~2000 word chapters

➜ A VRMMO turned too real

➜ Reclusive MC with bad social skills

➜ Dev using exploits to win

➜ Crunchy litrpg progression










 READ NOW 









                

                “So you’re saying you like Osvel too? Well, I have to admit that was a fairly likely possibility…”

Nerez pinched the bridge of his nose, suddenly overwhelmed by the situation.

Of all the people he knew, he was the one most removed from romance, and out of nowhere, he had found himself right in the middle of this situation.

“Haha, theoretically speaking.”

“Theoretically? Look, I’m really the least qualified person to talk about these things, but if you really like Osvel too, I think you should express your feelings.”

Ily clasped her hands behind her back in a gesture that reminded him quite a bit of Selene.

“Even if I really did like Osvel, I couldn’t compete with Sae. She’s already suffered too much. She doesn’t live with her grandfather for no reason, Lord Nereziel.”

“Actually, I’d been wondering where her parents were… But, Ily, it’s not as if suffering more gives someone a greater right to be happy.”

“It doesn’t?”

“Whoever fights to be happy is the one who earns that right… Though personally, I’d rather everyone just be happy and leave me in peace.”

“Haha, I never imagined gods would say such human things, much less the god of death.”

“Ha, I have far more experience being human than you do.”

Well, she’s a visiare to begin with… But this wordplay must be the Godscript’s translation at work.

“You have more experience? How so, Lord Nereziel?”

“That is none of your business.”

“Stingy…” Ily puffed out her cheeks in protest.

It doesn’t really seem like Ily likes Osvel. In fact, she seems strangely cheerful now for some reason… What was she trying to get out of this conversation?

***

The hunt had not gone well that morning.

None of the four had been particularly focused on hunting, so any good results would have been a surprise.

Nerez and Ily spent the whole time talking, and by the time Sae and Osvel returned, both of them were red in the face. It was obvious that hunting had not been their priority.

Ily was not the only one curious. Nerez, who had ended up quite involved in the matter (against his will, but also through his own fault), also wanted to know how things had turned out.

However, the moment they returned to camp, Osvel gave Nerez a deep bow and left without another word.

Watching him leave, Sae let out a long sigh.

…

“Are you all right, Sae?”

Ily was the first to hurry to her side and take her by the arm.

“Looks like it wasn’t good news…” Nerez said. “If you want to talk about it, we’re here to listen.”

Sae forced a small smile, but a tear was already threatening to slip from the corner of her eye.

“There’s someone he likes…”

Nerez looked at Ily, fearing the worst for the girls’ friendship.

“An older woman…”

…

Nerez and Ily exchanged a glance.

What?! Out of nowhere?!

“He says she’s always been like an older sister to him, and he was afraid of ruining that relationship… He says my confession gave him the courage to do the same…”

“Oh… her… That is a surprise. I never would have imagined he felt that way…”

“Maybe this was for the best,” Sae said, rubbing her eyes. “It’s true that I had a certain longing for romance, but deep down, what matters most to me is that the three of us will still be friends.”

Apparently, Ily had some idea who Sae meant. But she quickly pushed that aside, and her expression brightened.

“That’s true. If that’s how things stand, there’s nothing we can do!” Ily exclaimed, pulling Sae into a hug. “Let’s drink away the sadness and celebrate friendship with some fermented fruit!”

Isn’t this all a bit too anticlimactic…?

“Will Lord Nereziel come too?” Sae asked, tears in her eyes.

“What? Me?”

“Of course!” Ily answered for him. “Lord Nereziel is always there when we need him!”

“…”

“I want to drink too! Nerez! Why do you keep excluding me lately?!”

Out of nowhere, Cerys had appeared behind them.

Well, if he could find his servants, it stood to reason that his servants could find him too.

At least Cerys could, since she had a Godscript too.

“Lately? If you mean this mess, you would’ve been more than welcome to take my place, but I don’t think it would’ve been your strong suit… (not that it was mine either, though).”

“I can do anything if I put my mind to it!”

“Yes, you’re right. You’re a big girl now…”

“Ahem!” the redhead cleared her throat proudly.

“What are you two doing?!” Ily shouted from a distance while dragging Sae along. “Come on already, before the fermented fruit runs out! Lord Nereziel, Lady Reaper!”

“Runs out? I don’t think there’s anyone else drinking at noon…”

Nerez let out one of his usual sighs, but still headed toward the camp’s improvised bar, with Cerys following close behind him.

At least I hope this soap opera has finally come to an end…

***

The presence before Drazira was so imposing that she struggled to breathe.

The Titan Erebion was a figure shrouded in darkness, seated upon a great stone throne. Drazira and Drazel could barely make out some of his features.

Even so, Drazel had not let himself be intimidated, and he remained kneeling at the Titan’s feet beside his sister.

But when the Titan spoke, his words were unexpected.

“The colossus has fallen…”

“Pardon, Your Greatness?” Drazel asked, puzzled by the Titan’s words.

The Titan ignored the question and sank back into his silent meditation.

“If I may ask…” Drazel insisted, with a far more important question in mind. “Where does that cavern lead?”

Through an opening in the rock wall behind Erebion, they could see the faint light of emerald crystals, the most common kind in the underworld.

Common as those crystals were, the demon siblings could sense that this particular cavern, while still part of Eryndea, was the entrance to a world very different from the one they now stood in.

“It is the Chasm of the Deeps. It is not a place for the living.”

This time, the Titan deigned to answer, but his tone made it clear to Drazel that he should ask no more about it.

“The river of death…”

That did not stop him from muttering those words to himself as a smile formed on his face.

Drazira caught those words and glanced at him with concern.

“Great lord of the underworld, Erebion, I beg you once more to take the demons under your protection. We will be instruments of your will.”

The Titan opened his eyes for the first time. Since his body was shrouded in darkness, they had not realized they were closed. Now, however, they could see two points of light within the shadows.

Drazira felt as if her soul were about to be sucked out of her body. Beside her, Drazel was sweating, his hands trembling involuntarily.

“Something… something has entered the underworld.”

Drazira looked to her brother for some explanation, but he seemed just as bewildered as she was.

“Something, Your Greatness?”

The Titan’s gaze seemed to intensify. Neither of the siblings dared to look directly into his eyes.

“Stop it. No one must disturb the order that has stood since the beginning of the world.”

Although Drazel did not fully understand Erebion’s words, he did not hesitate to seize the opportunity that had just presented itself.

“Leave it to me, Your Greatness! I will not allow anything to disturb your peace!”

Drazira, meanwhile, could not help noticing that she was no longer included.
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Neophyte World Builder [Book 1 Complete!]





[Kingdom Building, God Protagonist, Existential, System Creation, LitRPG]

He’s got the whole world in his hands.

Nobody told him godhood needed an instruction manual.

 

Reincarnated as the Administrator of a newborn universe, an ordinary man from Earth must design everything — physics, magic, plants, animals, and the rules that bind them — while ensuring the world generates the energy he needs to survive.

 

There’s just one catch: free will is off-limits.

 

Every tweak he makes carries a cost.

A cost in energy.

A cost in unintended consequences.

 

And sometimes…

a cost in humanity.















                

                The sound of thousands of marching footsteps echoed through the spacious caverns.

Those footsteps belonged to races of a greenish hue. Some were large and burly, others small and agile, and some huge and clumsy.

Indeed, they were orcs, goblins, trolls, and a few other races that also thrived in the caverns.

But unlike their usual warlike and aggressive nature, there was worry in their steps.

Many looked around nervously, others swallowed hard, and most were sweating more from fear than from exhaustion.

“Warlord! Warlord!”

Morokar, a gigantic, burly orc, glanced over his shoulder at the small goblin trying to catch up to him.

“Warlord! These caverns are too deep!”

The orc grunted, holding back the urge to kick him.

“Do you think I haven’t noticed? We’ve been marching through them for weeks!”

The goblin shrank back at his lord’s irritation, but his worries outweighed his fear.

“But, Warlord, our provisions are running out, and the army… the army is starting to think there isn’t a dwarven fortress at the end of these caverns… that we’ve gone too deep… and are now in the underworld…”

Morokar grabbed the terrified goblin by the head and lifted him until they were face to face.

“You saw how everything went to shit. All of you saw it!” he shouted, now addressing the entire army. “It doesn’t matter where these caverns lead us. Whatever lies ahead will be my new territory to rule as I please!”

After hurling the goblin through the air, Morokar quickened his pace and urged his army to follow with a look that made it clear they should fear him more than the underworld.

***

Nerez had taken a tent on the outskirts of the camp, rejecting the idea of sleeping in the main tent himself (mostly because he would not be able to come and go in peace with the number of bows and prostrations he would receive every time he tried to enter or leave it).

However, he was now visiting the main tent to let Thaelor know that he would soon have to continue on his way in search of the river of death.

He had already rested after all those days of travel, and Cerys was growing impatient to fight something “with more spine,” as she put it (with particular emphasis whenever Avelle was nearby).

“Do you really have to leave, Lord Nereziel?” the old man asked, crestfallen. “Why not build your palace in the city of the Last Valley?”

“That would be wonderful!” Sae added, clasping her hands together. “Lord Nereziel and Lady Cerys could live here with us forever.”

“Thank you, but I need to find the river of death if I want to have any income. Besides, I have taxes to pay…”

“Income?”

“Taxes?”

The archonte and his granddaughter looked at each other, not understanding what Nerez meant.

“Haha, I know it sounds ridiculous. I won’t go into detail, but think of it as a certain amount of energy I need to gather.”

Although if I live in the underworld, it wouldn’t matter if Dusk Manor disappeared… Nah, if something like that happened, Selene would come straight to my door complaining that we lost an important base in the center of the gods’ political world or something like that.

“I see…” Sae murmured, becoming just as dejected as her grandfather.

“But will we see you again?” Sae and Thaelor asked in unison.

“…Yes. I don’t think the river of death is very far. I also don’t really know what I’m supposed to do there, but I’m sure I’ll be able to come visit you from time to time.”

“But Lord Nereziel, wherever you decide to live, please know that we will be there to help you,” Thaelor insisted. “Servants or soldiers, as many as you need for your palace!”

“I… appreciate the offer, Thaelor. If I ever end up having a palace, I’ll let you know…”

Just then, the flaps of the tent were thrown wide open, and Cerys came in like a whirlwind, interrupting the discussion.

“That Avelle filled the camp plaza with fruit, nuts, and meat again! As if her offerings did anything to make up for her lack of spine!” Cerys stomped the ground in a fury. “And she thinks we don’t know she’s taking all the animals that die on their own in her forest and throwing them here as if we were her animal graveyard!”

…

“Cerys, I’m sure that isn’t Avelle’s intention, and I see you’re still finding new ways to outdo yourself with these unjustified fits of anger…”

“Unjustified?! If she wants to give us an animal, she has to sacrifice it on an altar! That way you’d receive faith too! Not just throw corpses at us! That’s common knowledge!”

“She’s thinking about the visiare too, Cerys. Besides, you like fermented fruit, don’t you? This means you can have a drink before we leave.”

“Mmm… there is some truth to that…”

“But this is a problem,” Thaelor said, thinking aloud. “We were already struggling to keep up with preserving fruit and smoking meat. Much of this new gift may unfortunately go to waste…”

Hearing that, Sae jumped up from her seat, full of enthusiasm.

“I have an idea! We can hold a farewell party for Lord Nereziel and Lady Cerys!”

“Oh, what a wonderful idea, Sae! That way the food we cannot process will not go to waste!” Thaelor exclaimed. “That’s my granddaughter!”

“Couldn’t we have a party just for the sake of having one? Being the guest of honor doesn’t suit me. I like drinking quietly in a corner…”

“What are you saying, Lord Nereziel?! Without you, the party cannot begin, and everyone has to know it!” Sae and Thaelor exclaimed in unison once more.

“…”

“I like parties,” Cerys added, not really contributing anything.

But it was important to her that they knew she liked parties.

***

The music came from instruments some visiare had been carrying when they were transported to Eryndea, while others had simply been improvised.

When it came to dancing and merriment, however, that distinction hardly mattered, especially with more than enough food and drink to go around.

Still, while Cerys enjoyed the banquet as only she could, Nerez, Sae, and Ily watched from a distance as Osvel confessed his feelings to a beautiful woman a little older than him.

The woman set her jug of fermented fruit aside and leapt into his arms.

Sae closed her eyes for a few moments, but when she opened them again, there was a trace of happiness in her gaze. After all, she was happy for her childhood friend.

Ily, for her part, merely sighed with her hands behind her head. Her cheeks were somewhat flushed, though more from the fermented fruit than anything else.

Cerys, meanwhile, kept eating and drinking.

“Well, it was to be expected when you’re handsome and popular…” Nerez finally remarked, his chin resting on his hands.

“Oh, Lord Nereziel, is that a hint of envy I hear?” Ily asked beside him, flashing a mischievous smile.

“Of course. Who wouldn’t want a cute girlfriend?”

“Haha, I thought you were a little more reserved, Lord Nereziel.”

“Not wanting trouble and being reserved are two different things.”

Ily glanced sideways at Sae before continuing.

“Lord Nereziel, can gods have more than one wife?”

But it was Cerys who answered, after downing an entire jug of fermented fruit in one go.

“It would be strange if they couldn’t! It has already been proven that an infinite life with only one partner leads to endless infidelities… Hic… But if the goddess is of higher rank, then she’s the one with more husbands… Hic… Ouch!”

Cerys had barely finished speaking when Nerez flicked her on the forehead.

“Ow! What did I do?”

Ily was not spared either.

“One for talking nonsense, and the other for getting strange ideas.”

“It wasn’t a strange idea…” Ily defended herself, rubbing her forehead, though the mischievous smile still lingered on her face.

Sae, for her part, looked at the three of them without understanding what had just happened.

***

Several rivers crossed the gigantic underground space, and the luminous vegetation, together with the soft amethyst glow of the crystals that lit the place, created a magical atmosphere.

But none of the soldiers from the two armies staring at each other in silence had the calm needed to appreciate the scenery.

On one side stood the alliance of green creatures led by Morokar.

On the other stood an army that looked human at first glance, though every so often one could spot a horn, wings, a tail, or some combination of two or more of those features.

They were the demons led by the siblings Drazel and Drazira.

“Drazel, we don’t have to do this. We can reach an agreement…”

“You heard the Titan, sister. He wants the invaders destroyed. I didn’t expect us to find them so soon.”

A smile spread across the demon’s face, convinced he had found his target.

“He asked us to stop them!”

!!

But the argument was pointless.

The war horns sounded from Morokar’s side.
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Chapter 41: The Forbidden Harvest
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                The hall was immense and filled with people. But unlike the palace parties little Saelith was used to, the atmosphere this time was solemn.

Everyone present wore long red robes. The only exceptions were the two figures lying among flowers on an altar at the center of the hall. Theirs were white.

Sae knew those two figures. They were her parents.

The little girl, who could not have been more than six years old, looked around, trying to find some explanation for what was happening.

That was when she felt one of her hands being gently squeezed.

When she looked up, she found the warm smile of her grandfather, Archon Thaelor.

But while that reassuring smile was filled with affection, the Archon’s eyes hid a sorrow as deep as the waters surrounding Atlenia.

Sae, who had always been sensitive to the emotions of others, took her grandfather’s hand between both of her small ones and squeezed it tightly.

Thaelor was surprised for a moment, not expecting so much strength from his little granddaughter, but it did not take him long to bend down and embrace her.

As she felt her grandfather’s arms around her, Sae’s vision began to blur, just as a funeral choir began to echo softly through the hall.

“Mm?”

An older Sae rubbed her eyes as she sat up on the grass.

“Why… that dream again, now?”

“Ah! Sae! You’re finally awake!”

Ily ran over to her, followed by Nerez and Cerys, whose gaze was lost in the distance.

“I’m very sorry, Lord Nereziel. I was the one who insisted on accompanying you to explore the valley, and now I’m making you waste your time…”

“That’s right, Sae!” Ily scolded her, hands on her hips. “This is one of the last chances we’ll have to accompany Lord Nereziel before he continues his journey through the underworld. We have to make the most of it!”

“I have no idea what you’re hoping to accomplish… but I’m sure it’s nothing good,” Nerez sighed.

“Lord Nereziel! How could you say that about the intentions of a girl as cute and pure as me?!”

Ily lifted one leg and stuck out her tongue, trying to strike some sort of pose that was probably very adorable in her mind.

…

“Well, ignoring Ily…”

“Don’t ignore me!”

“Sae, you don’t need to worry. It’s only natural that you needed some rest,” Nerez continued, definitely ignoring Ily. “In fact, even if the visiare have far greater physical capabilities than humans, it’s surprising that you were able to keep up with Cerys and me. Ily is the exception, of course. I don’t know what she’s made of that she still hasn’t gotten tired.”

“Of pure cuteness?”

“I’m not particularly knowledgeable about humans, but thank you, Lord Nereziel!” Sae replied, also ignoring Ily, as she got to her feet. “I’m all right now. That little nap restored all my energy.”

“That’s great and all, but I think we should end the exploration here.”

Cerys approached them with her gigantic scythe already summoned and an expression more serious than usual.

“Did something happen?” Sae asked, while Ily, beside her, also looked at the redhead curiously.

Cerys merely pointed in one direction, the same one where the camp was located.

Nerez had already turned his gaze that way. The Godscript had given him bad news.

Sae and Ily focused their gazes and could make out columns of smoke beginning to rise from the familiar fork in the river.

“Let’s hurry.”

“Wha-?!”

In a single movement, Nerez scooped Sae into his arms, ready to break into a run.

“And me?” Ily asked, but the answer came immediately. More specifically, Cerys appeared and slung her over her shoulder.

Ily did not even have time to complain before she found herself in the air after Cerys’s tremendous leap.

The four of them rushed back toward the camp at full speed.

***

The smell of blood and charred bodies filled the gigantic cavern.

The war cries were quickly being replaced by groans of pain.

Little to nothing remained of Morokar’s proud army, and the gigantic orc knew he was defeated.

His vision was somewhat blurred from all the blood he had lost, but that did not make him grip his axe any less tightly when he heard approaching footsteps.

By then, though, it was more an act of pride than anything else, since his knees had given out long ago and he was kneeling on the ground.

With difficulty, he raised his eyes, and the figure of a young demon watching him with a cruel smile took shape in his dull gaze.

“Is this the first time you’ve faced demons, beast?” Drazel asked with morbid curiosity. “Otherwise, I can’t explain how you even thought you could stand against us.”

The gigantic orc managed a smile, and a thin line of blood slipped from the corner of his lips and ran down his neck. After that, he muttered a few words in his own language, incomprehensible to Drazel.

Their languages might have been different, but Morokar knew he had just been insulted. Once he finished speaking, he spat on the demon’s polished boots.

That only made Drazel’s smile widen, now with a deranged edge to it.

!!

For an instant, the light returned to Morokar’s eyes. The next moment, the warlord lunged at his opponent with his axe raised high.

Swoosh

But it truly was only an instant, because the light vanished again at the same time Morokar’s head rolled across the ground.

At his side, Drazel licked his long, bloodstained nails with an expression of sadistic delight.

“Drazel!”

Drazira descended beside him with a troubled expression on her face.

“What is it, dear sister? Why so startled?”

The smile disappeared from Drazel’s face as he shook the remaining blood away with a casual gesture of his hand.

“What do you think you’re doing?!” Drazira exclaimed.

Her raised hand pointed at a pair of demons moving across the battlefield with glowing stones in their hands.

“Do you mean the netherite stones? As you can see, they’re absorbing some of the souls of the fallen.”

“I’m asking why you’re doing it!” Drazira snapped furiously. “You know our father forbade interfering with souls! That is the domain of the gods!”

“Why am I doing it?” Drazel let out a dry laugh and took a few steps forward, leaving his sister behind. “Because serving the Titan is only the first part of my plan. My ambition goes far beyond that.”
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