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Chapter 1:
Mia the Hero

 

Part 1

 

AS MY FRIENDS AND I continued to explore the gloomy expanse of Ngai Forest, I’d found myself wondering if there were any former Sacred Skill holders trapped here who had avoided succumbing to the Mad God status condition emitted from its crooked trees. From what I could see, the only possible way this could happen was if a Sacred Skill holder deliberately imprisoned themselves in the Origin Matter’s Time Vortex. The Origin Matter used this skill to trap enemies inside itself, severing them from the flow of time and thus also cutting them off from the gradual mental corruption caused by the Mad God condition.

Now that Allo and Treant had both evolved, the three of us managed to work together to take down the Origin Matter. But the figure who stepped out from the Origin Matter’s Time Vortex wasn’t some random monster from the past—it was someone I immediately recognized.

It was a woman with a dignified, well-proportioned face, cold eyes, and golden blonde hair that flowed to her waist. She looked like a carbon copy of the Clay Hero I’d once fought. This meant she was none other than Umukahime’s master—the former Hero, Mia, also known as the Demon King Alchemia. 

 

Mia Mitrenia

Species: Thanatos

Status: Mad God (Slight), Cursed, Human Transformation Lv MAX

Lv: 150/150 (MAX)

HP: 3333/6666

MP: 4321/4444

Attack: 2222 (4444) +444

Defense: 1106 (2212)

Magic: 4444

Agility: 3320

Rank: L (Legendary)

Equipment:

Weapon: Black Fly Sword: L+

Sacred Skills:

Hell Realm Path: Lv —

Special Skills:

Grecian Language: Lv 8

Undead: Lv —

Unbreakable Skin: Lv MAX

Body Morph: Lv MAX

Privilege of the Dead: Lv —

Underworld Mirror: Lv —

Automatic HP Recovery: Lv MAX

Automatic MP Recovery: Lv MAX

Tentacles: Lv MAX

Fly: Lv MAX

Reaper’s Aura: Lv —

Dark Type: Lv —

Wicked Dragon: Lv —

Psychic Sense: Lv MAX

Mage: Lv MAX

Swordsman: Lv MAX

Undercover: Lv MAX

Instant Death Gaze: Lv MAX

Fearsome Gaze: Lv MAX

Master’s Demonic Gaze: Lv MAX

Enchanting Gaze: Lv MAX

Evil Eye: Lv MAX

Mad God: Lv —

Resistance Skills:

Physical Resistance: Lv MAX

Magic Resistance: Lv MAX

Debuff Immunity: Lv —

Dark Immunity: Lv —

Light Resistance: Lv MAX

Normal Skills:

Shockwave: Lv MAX

Echo Blade: Lv MAX

Godspeed Flash: Lv MAX

Floating Form: Lv MAX

Hollow Moon: Lv MAX

Blade of Exorcism: Lv MAX

Hi-Rest: Lv MAX

Holy Sphere: Lv MAX

Dimension: Lv MAX

Clay: Lv MAX

Alchemy: Lv MAX

Venom Fangs: Lv MAX

Scorching Breath: Lv MAX

Diseased Breath: Lv MAX

Human Transformation: Lv MAX

Regenerate: Lv MAX

Death: Lv MAX

Telepathy: Lv MAX

Dark Sphere: Lv MAX

Fake Life: Lv MAX

Dark Rest: Lv MAX

Decaying Breath: Lv MAX

Filthy Tongue: Lv MAX

Life Drain: Lv MAX

Detachment Beast: Lv MAX

Hi-Slow: Lv MAX

Eclipse: Lv MAX

Title Skills:

Final Evolution: Lv —

Former Saint: Lv —

Former Demon King: Lv —

Stalwart: Lv MAX

Tenacious: Lv MAX

Giant Killer: Lv MAX

Martial God: Lv MAX

Laplace Authority Interference: Lv 2

Reaper: Lv —

 

Though I still felt apprehensive about joining forces with her, Mia’s impressive status made her a worthy ally. With her help, defeating Hecatoncheires—the guardian of the Skypiercing Spire—would be a much easier endeavor than before.

I exchanged wary glances with her. Now that she was here, in front of me, my instincts were on high alert. Despite her small frame, Mia was still far stronger than me; this was more than clear after taking a look at her stats, though I hardly needed to see them to know that. Mia radiated power and intelligence. I could tell just by being near her that she was a formidable woman, one who’d endured far more battle, bloodshed, and pain than I’d yet to experience myself. Sure, I’d been through my share of trials and tribulations, but if the stories I’d heard were true, Mia’s long life had been rife with tragedy.

She’d defeated King Noah—the Demon King who Eldia had served—and his army of dragons all on her own, but after that, the Saint had framed her as an enemy of humankind and waged a war with her on a far greater scale than my own battle with Lilyxila. Mia had emerged victorious against the Saint, then challenged the Divine Voice…only for her tale to end in defeat at its hands.

She exuded an aura of power and skill that spoke to her life’s experiences. Standing in front her felt like standing before a massive, unknown presence the moment before it squashes you flat.

“Shall I introduce myself, Dragon?”

‹N-nah…no need. I already checked out your status—er, sorry. But you’re Mia the Hero… Your story’s famous, even in my generation.›

“The Hero, yes… It feels like such an ironic title now. I see, though… So you still have those skills in your possession, then?”

None of the monsters here had the Divine Voice or View Status skills. Neither did Mia. It sounded like she must have lost hers after she was thrown into Ngai Forest. I suspected the Mad God status condition was responsible for other monsters getting their Sacred Skills replaced with replica versions as well.

Mia still had an original Sacred Skill, though; it seemed like she’d been trapped in the Time Vortex before the effects of Mad God had fully taken hold. 

“Forgive me, but could you tell me which generation you belong to?” she asked. “I have been…asleep for a long time. One millennium? Two?”

Oh, right. She probably knew about the Origin Matter’s Time Vortex when she went in.

‹It’s been five hundred years since your generation. We don’t know much more than that, though.› I turned toward Allo and Treant. ‹I’m Illusia…and this is Allo and Treant.›

Allo and Treant timidly bowed their heads. 

Mia smiled. “I see. You’ve been blessed with charming underlings. I envy you. Mine were, well…” She gave a soft chuckle. “A deal more eccentric. They say that to get to know someone, you must first get to know the people around them. Your friends are not people, of course, but I think the saying still rings true.”

A slight shiver ran up my spine. Her underlings had been Umukahime, the Clay Guardians, Shub Niggurath, and the Clay Hero. There may have been more in the past, but those were the ones I’d encountered in the Strange Lands of the Far East.

And…I killed most of them.

They’d all been the ones to attack first, and Umukahime had said it was a trial to test my strength at the behest of Mia’s final wish. But still, I felt reluctant to share that little tidbit. Mia seemed peaceful for the time being, but I got the sense that this could change in an instant if something were to incur her wrath. The legends all made her out to be a righteous Heroine who wished for peace and suffered at the hands of misfortune. But now, seeing her in person…it seemed there was more to Mia than those legends spoke of.

Clearly, I couldn’t keep my hesitation off my face; after a moment, Mia narrowed her eyes in suspicion. “Hmph… I don’t suppose we’ve met before, have we?”

‹O-oh. Uhh, well…› I fidgeted, remembering the Clay Hero.

“Ahh, I see. So that’s what happened.” Mia’s lips curled into a grin. “I’m sure my former comrades made for a feast of Experience Points for you. Heh heh. There aren’t that many rank A+ monsters out there, after all.” 

I didn’t know what to say. It was something I’d thought about before. Pitting my friends against enemies they didn’t need to fight and forcing them to battle to the death…it felt unthinkably cruel to me. Mia, on the other hand, had been happy to serve her underlings’ Experience Points up on a silver platter for anyone willing to carry out her will. I couldn’t understand how Mia could do that and then speak about it so flippantly.

“Did you know that, if there are no factors reducing Experience Point gain, one earns 64 Experience Points per level for a rank A– monster? But for A+ monsters, it jumps to nearly three times that number, at 190 Experience Points per level. Of course, A+ monsters have a much higher maximum level as well, so the actual difference is much greater. Ah, but of course, you must know that if you’ve made it this far, right?”

‹Those…were your trusted allies. Your friends. Why are you treating them like just a bunch of numbers?›

“Hmm?” Mia placed a finger to her lips and tilted her head. “They were all necessary sacrifices for the greater good. You plan to face the Divine Voice as well, don’t you? Surely you don’t intend to submit to its will.” Mia stared at me, eyes empty and cold. My thick Oneiros scales felt cold. Treant teetered in place, threatening to topple over from fear, but Allo stepped toward it and supported it.

‹Yeah. If I can fight the Divine Voice…then I intend to.› I chose every word carefully.

I still had my doubts about whether the Divine Voice was a force I could even resist in the first place. Lilyxila followed its orders, but refused to comply with it on certain points, using her Sacred Skills as leverage. To me, that seemed like the most pragmatic form of resistance I could get away with without being destroyed.

“That’s a rather naive way of thinking, don’t you think? You cannot win this war with empty platitudes; I thought you would understand that by now. How disappointing. Perhaps you have not sacrificed enough?” Mia spoke matter-of-factly, without a trace of maliciousness in her voice. But still, the image of Partner floated through my mind, and I felt a stab of fury that I only narrowly managed to suppress.

Oh no. This is not someone I should be picking a fight with right now. She’s the only potential ally I’ve got in Ngai Forest who can take on Hecatoncheires with me.

Mia’s stats far outmatched even the Origin Matter’s. And her weaker Clay Hero clone had nearly overwhelmed me with its combat skills, despite my much higher stats. The real Mia would be far less forgiving. If I picked a fight with her, I wouldn’t stand a chance.

“The Divine Voice’s wickedness is unmatched,” she added. “With such meager resolve, I hesitate to imagine you could succeed in carrying out my will…”

At that moment, Treant stepped in front of me, spreading its wings wide as it faced Mia head-on. ‹Miss Mia! I know not the extent of the hardships you have endured, but belittling Master over his own hardships is unacceptable, even for someone of your status!› 

‹Treant…› I warned, suddenly nervous.

Mia stared silently at Treant for a few moments, seemingly lost in thought. Then she let out a little chuckle.

‹Wh-what?! I…I will not tolerate any more insults!› Treant flapped its wings belligerently.

The next moment, Mia’s figure vanished, then reappeared right behind Treant. She put a hand on its back. Treant froze, its shoulders trembling slightly.
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Oh man…I couldn’t follow her movements with my eyes at all! She was too fast!

“You are a kind and brave ally,” Mia said. “Forgive me. I will choose my words more carefully next time.”

I reached out with my front claws and pulled Treant toward me, out of Mia’s grasp. Treant collapsed and plopped down on my paw as if its legs had given out. It slowly made its way to its feet.

‹W-well…as long as we understand each other…›

 

Part 2

 

AFTER COMPARING experiences and reaffirming our intent to work together for the time being, the four of us sat in a circle facing each other.

“You truly saved me,” Mia said. “Given the nature of the Time Vortex, I had no way of perceiving the passage of time. The world could have already been blown to pieces, and I would have been none the wiser.”

‹Blown to pieces? That feels a little…›

“It is no exaggeration, I assure you. I assumed you knew. Did the Divine Voice not tell you anything?”

‹You mean…the stuff about Fallen, right?›

Mia nodded, seemingly relieved. Eldia, Lilyxila, and the Divine Voice had all mentioned this evil god, Fallen, and he’d been described on Mia’s monument as well. But I didn’t know much about him, except that he was a huge monster that got sealed away a long time ago. If the Divine Voice was telling the truth, its ultimate goal was to summon Fallen, use it to blow this world to pieces, and then return to its original world.

‹So…what exactly is this Fallen?›

“An excellent question. I know little about it myself. It is spoken of as a deity, but its true nature seems closer to that of a calamity or natural event. I have considered the possibility of it even being some kind of curse or plague. But I have no proof—I mean to say that its existence is truly just that ambiguous. I am skeptical of how much the Divine Voice really knows about it, even. But whatever form it takes, make no mistake: It possesses the power to destroy the entire world.”

‹So it’s not just a monster…?›

“It is likely not something so easily definable. Even if it were a monster, I can’t imagine such a powerful entity just appearing out of nowhere. And even if it is a tangible being, I doubt we could defeat it. These were words once said to me by the Divine Voice. Even if we were to raise our swords against Fallen, however, it would not be a fair fight, and the world would be vaporized in the battle’s wake.”

It’s really that dangerous, huh? Well, I guess I couldn’t be surprised. This was a being the seemingly all-powerful, all-knowing Divine Voice had been trying to resurrect for thousands, if not tens of thousands of years. The Divine Voice was already capable of starting wars in any part of the world it pleased, and could already take as many hostages as it wanted, whenever it wanted. Mia said I was being too naive. Treant didn’t like her dismissive tone, and I didn’t think I’d want to be like Mia even if I could.

But still, she had a point… How much could I really hope to achieve if I stayed true to myself and my morals against an opponent who’d do whatever it took, without hesitation?

Before now, I’d considered the possibility of thwarting the Divine Voice’s plans by taking down the resurrected Fallen…but that seemed near impossible, if what Mia was saying was true. Fallen was an entity whose very nature was uncertain. If I challenged it in battle, the whole world would be thrown into chaos.

“You would do well to abandon such naive thoughts, Illusia. If you obey the Divine Voice and resurrect Fallen, the world will come to an end. You must kill the Divine Voice, thus preventing Fallen’s resurrection. There is no other option.”

‹R-right…› Crap, she’d read my thoughts. Did Mia…suspect me of foul play?

Mia wasn’t choosy about her means. That much was already clear. Although their intents differed, I felt a striking similarity between her and Lilyxila. If she concluded that I was a Sacred Skill holder who would yield to the Divine Voice, she’d probably kill me on the spot. To Mia, if I was a Sacred Skill holder capable of taking on the Divine Voice, I was an ally; if not, I was an enemy aiding the Divine Voice in resurrecting Fallen.

We moved on, discussing our plans for the immediate future. Even with Mia here now, our objective remained the same: return to the tower, leveling up along the way, and defeat Hecatoncheires. Then we’d search the tower for clues about how to move forward. And if we managed to escape Ngai Forest, we’d track down the Divine Voice’s four Spirit Servants and defeat them. Whatever happened after that would be up to fate.

“Perhaps settling the score with the Divine Voice is not as far off as I thought…” Mia murmured.

Ngai Forest seemed to be a unique alternate dimension controlled by the Divine Voice, which allowed its champions with Sacred Skills to level up beyond the limits of the outside world.

“For those of us who possess Sacred Skills, there is no better place to level up,” said Mia, echoing my own thoughts. 

The Divine Voice’s goal was to train its champions’ Sacred Skills until they maxed out their Laplace Authority Interference skill, which basically meant they needed to max out their levels. In that case, if I leveled up enough in Ngai Forest, the Divine Voice would either use me to revive Fallen with my Laplace Authority Interference, or just use me as yet another data point and leave me to lose my mind to the Mad God status, to become just another mindless resident of Ngai Forest.

“With the two of us joining forces, we will certainly be able to break through Hecatoncheires’s defenses. The problem is the battle with the Divine Voice afterward.”

‹There’re a few things I still have questions about. Do you mind if I ask them all at once?›

“Ah, of course. And do not hold back for fear of upsetting me; I will not be angered by your questions. I will choose whether I wish to answer or not, though.”

Well, she didn’t have to be angry to decide to kill me if I blurted out something stupid. That was what was so scary about her. Still, she definitely wouldn’t want to succumb to the Mad God condition, right? And she probably couldn’t take Hecatoncheires down by herself. Even if she thought I was useless, she probably wouldn’t kill me just for accidentally insulting her or whatever.

‹You…fought the Divine Voice before, right? Did you think you had a chance of winning? What were your stats like?›

“Three times, actually. Well, I don’t know if you could call them proper battles… The last one was just a reckless charge, driven by pure emotion. I certainly had no hope of winning then.” She sighed. “I was not as strong then as I am now.”

‹Have you found any way to counter its skill that messes with your mind? What’s the Divine Voice’s rank? And its defense stat? What kind of attacks could harm it, and how many would it take to take it down?›

Mia had said there was no way we’d be able to defeat Fallen. But to be honest, to me, the Divine Voice felt just as undefeatable. It could kill me at any time if it wanted to. The only reason I’d lived this long was because it needed to train me up, cultivate me into its perfect tool. If it started to see me as a threat, it would come kill me before things progressed any further. The moment I got a glimmer of hope that we might succeed, the Divine Voice would come down on us and squash it.

“It…is better to not overburden you with excess information. You simply need to believe you can win and do everything in your power to make it happen.”

‹W-wait, that’s not an answer. You’re telling me it’s better that I don’t know? That doesn’t make any sense. What kind of attacks will work against it? What kind of tactics will it use against me?!›

“There is no point in lying to you to get you fired up. But if I tell you the truth, you may lose the will to fight. At your current level, it doesn’t matter whether you know or don’t know these things. I can say that much, at least. And, well…I feel the same way, of course.”

I mean, I didn’t think I could defeat the Divine Voice in my current state either. But still, it was a little discouraging when she put it like that. She was basically telling me outright that there was no chance I’d win against it. Had Mia read my thoughts and decided telling me everything would do more harm than good?

‹Okay…got it. Then that’s fine. Let me know if you feel like telling me more.› I gave up on getting more info about the Divine Voice from Mia for the time being. I didn’t know what her full intentions were, but regardless, it seemed like she wasn’t interested in telling me any more.

She…probably didn’t trust me. She seemed to think I’d run if she told me just how powerful the Divine Voice really was. But that was fine. I’d wait, then try to probe her about it a little more when the time was right.

‹Two more questions, then,› I said. ‹About your Hell Realm Path and the Mad God effect. You probably know where this is going, right?›

Until now, I hadn’t had any confirmation that the Hell Realm Path even existed. Because the Sacred Skills aligned with the six Buddhist realms, I’d hypothesized that there must also be a Hell Realm Path and a Heaven Realm Path. But this was the first time I’d actually seen proof of it existing in the world.

Why did Mia have the Hell Realm Path? And how had she obtained it? I needed those answers from her, and I needed clarity about Mad God. I thought the Time Vortex might be able to stall the effects of the Mad God condition, but Mia had Mad God (Slight). I couldn’t overlook that. I also needed to confirm how long it took for the Mad God condition to take full effect.

“I am not experiencing any profoundly adverse effects from Mad God at the present. I believe my lucidity is obvious to you as well, from speaking with me. However, I do not know how much time I have left. We would do well to hurry.”

My mind prickled with suspicion. No adverse effects? But it’d progressed far enough that it showed up on her status screen… How could she be completely fine? However, I had no choice but to take Mia at her word.

‹When did you start noticing it was affecting you?›

“I’m sure you’re aware, but it is difficult to tell time in this dreary place. I cannot say for sure, but I believe it was…around the seventh day after I arrived, perhaps?”

I exchanged glances with Allo and Treant.

“I-I think we’ve been here…four days, at most?” Allo said hesitantly. Treant gave a cautious nod of assent.

That sounded about right. Four days maximum meant, realistically, we were still part of the way through day three of being here. If we managed to defeat Hecatoncheires and everything else went to plan, we shouldn’t have too much difficulty escaping Ngai Forest before we succumbed to the Mad God effect.

But assuming Mia was telling the truth…even if we defeated Hecatoncheires, if we didn’t find a way to stop the Mad God effect, we’d be in a pretty dire time crunch. And if Mia’s Mad God condition progressed too far before we escaped, we’d be forced to fight her too.

‹I guess my only choice is to trust you for now.› I let the message slip through Telepathy without thinking. Treant flinched, shoulders trembling.

I braced myself, suddenly afraid I’d incurred Mia’s wrath, but she merely smiled and suppressed a chuckle. “I would greatly appreciate it if you did.”

I exhaled in relief.

“The Hell Realm Path is obtained by defeating a sacred beast sealed within a stone statue in the Holy Land of Lialum,” she added. “That kingdom is deeply entwined with the Divine Voice. The Divine Voice tends to nurture its Saint more fervently than the others through every generation. Perhaps it believes it easier to turn the Saint into its obedient pawn through the power of religion.”

‹Th-the sacred beast…?› For some reason, that part stuck out to me the most.

I got that it was hidden somewhere in Lialum, but Sacred Skills were skills that concerned the very foundations this world was built on. Why would the Divine Voice leave one of its Sacred Skills out in the world, where someone as powerful as Mia could just come along and snatch it up?

“Do you doubt me?” Mia asked.

‹Well…isn’t it weird that all your other Sacred Skills were taken away except the Hell Realm Path? What’s the deal with that? Are you hiding something?› I asked, stepping forward. I knew it might anger Mia, but…this just didn’t add up. I felt like she was taking advantage of our lack of knowledge to use us for her own designs.

“Though they are gone now, I once had five Sacred Skills and Laplace Authority Interference: Lv 8. With that, I could block the Divine Voice’s interference to some extent.”

‹Laplace Authority Interference: Lv 8…› If I had to guess, even the Divine Voice probably only had Laplace Authority Interference: Lv 9. But that reminded me of something. Umukahime had said Mia had been able to block the Divine Voice’s interference with some kind of special skill. Was that Laplace Authority Interference: Lv 8?

“Even so…for all that I managed to escape the Divine Voice’s overbearing surveillance and interference, it attacked me directly and ultimately defeated me. It then trapped me in Ngai Forest and stripped me of my Sacred Skills. But it has left me to my own devices in here—likely certain I could not escape regardless.”

Yeah, that checked out, considering the Divine Voice’s personality. It was easy to imagine it taking its time to torture Mia before killing her. Or maybe it’d kept her alive on purpose, in case it found another use for her somewhere.

“I’m sure the Divine Voice watched me struggle to survive here, intending to only strip me of my final Sacred Skill after I’d either died or fully succumbed to the Mad God condition. If it stripped all of my Sacred Skills from me, I would have died of the Collapsing God status. It could have avoided this by giving me the Replica skills, but it likely thought it didn’t matter because it could simply recover the final Sacred Skill whenever it pleased anyway. Therefore, at the very last moment, I escaped into the Time Vortex with my Hell Realm Path still intact.”

‹I see. So that means…›

“Yes. There was a chance I could have been killed by the Divine Voice if it chose to destroy the Origin Matter,” Mia said, gazing up into the sky. “Fortunately, I met the three of you first. You have given me the opportunity to face the Divine Voice once more, and for that, you have my thanks.” 

Her account made enough sense to me for the time being. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t have any doubts, but I couldn’t let those doubts hold me back.

More importantly for now, Mia’s story also helped me draw a rough line between what the Divine Voice could and couldn’t do. That thing may prance around pretending to be a god, but at the end of the day, it was something else entirely. It didn’t seem quite as omnipotent as I’d thought, and I was getting the feeling it had a touch of arrogance from having spent such a long time with an overwhelming advantage over everyone else.

Maybe I was being overly cautious about Mia. Based on her stats, her true form seemed more akin to a Legendary-rank undead monster. Her powerful aura still made me wary, though. I could find a lot to distrust about Mia if I looked hard enough. We had vastly different perspectives on how to go about things, so it seemed unlikely that our goals would ever perfectly align. And when she’d mentioned obtaining the Hell Realm Path—a Sacred Skill whose existence I’d only guessed at before now—she’d done so almost casually, like it meant nothing. Not to mention there were still crucial details about the Divine Voice she’d chosen not to reveal to me.

But if we were going to escape Ngai Forest, we needed help. And with the Mad God condition at our heels, we didn’t have the luxury of time to look for other potential allies; we didn’t even know if there were any other monsters here we could ally with. For now, our only choice was to join forces with Mia. Whether I liked it or not, we needed her. There was no point in agonizing over it.

 

Part 3

 

I TOOK A MOMENT to check Allo and Treant’s levels after our fight with the Origin Matter. Allo had gone from Lv: 94/130 to Lv: 97/130, while Treant went from Lv: 91/130 to Lv: 99/130.

When I told Treant, it bounded around the clearing with joy.

“O-oh. I need to step up my game, I guess…” Allo was far more subdued, likely from realizing Treant was now a higher level than her.

‹Master! I did it! I finally did it! I surpassed Miss Allo’s level! I bet Miss Atlach-Nacha will rethink her opinion of me now!›

I gave Treant a sharp glance. Okay, Treant… That’s great, but Allo seems upset, so maybe tone it down a little?

It looked over at Allo. Its eyes widened slightly, and it went quiet, almost apologetically.

I knew Treant was just excited and didn’t mean anything by it. Still, I’d never thought the day would come when Treant would out-level Allo. Was its new World Treant evolution especially powerful, even among the other A+ ranks?

No, that didn’t make sense. It had amazing defense capabilities, but it lacked offense. I doubted Treant could corner an enemy trying to flee with its current skills. In this world, that was a fatal weakness—I knew as much from what I’d seen of Treant’s previous evolutions. When it came to hunting groups of monsters or defeating opponents one-on-one, Allo’s Walpurgis had the clear advantage. But while Treant couldn’t serve as the main combat force with its World Treant skills, its support abilities largely compensated for that weakness. The fact that it’d earned so many Experience Points from that fight with the Origin Matter was evidence enough. Its ability to endure the Origin Matter’s Dark Rays and turn them back on it to deal massive damage with Fairy Curse had probably saved our bacon in that fight.

Of course, Allo’s ability to split her body into three and batter the Origin Matter with continuous magic attacks helped too, but if I had to choose an MVP for that battle, it’d have to be Treant, no question.

Leveling up usually took a lot longer once you hit the 90s or so, but their levels had gone up quite a bit. Of course, Allo and Treant could level up twice as fast as regular monsters with my Demon King’s Blessing skill, but that was still half as fast as my own quadrupled Experience Point gain. That just went to show just how hefty the Experience Point reward from the Origin Matter was.

I alone had received 77,000 Experience Points—far more than the 42,000 I got from Ruin, and the 59,000 from Lilyxila. Considering how many Experience Points Allo and Treant had gained on top of that, the Origin Matter’s total Experience Points must have exceeded 100,000.

Even in this strange alternate dimension, where Legendary-rank monsters lurked around every corner, the Origin Matter was still head and shoulders above the rest. Sure, the Experience Points I’d gained from Ruin and Lilyxila had likely been reduced slightly because they’d lost their Sacred Skills, but even so, over a hundred thousand Experience Points was a lot. Once again, I was floored by just how formidable an opponent we’d managed to overcome.

‹Just watch, Master! I’ll be a Legendary-rank in no time at this rate!› Treant interrupted my monologue with its gleeful chatter.

‹U-uhh… Let’s not get too ahead of ourselves there, Treant.›

‹What? Why?! I want to be able to fight at your side, Master! As equals!› Treant flapped its wings excitedly.

“Hah hah… You do have some cute underlings.” Mia covered her mouth with her hand, trying to conceal her laughter. “I envy you, truly. Mine were all rather…sharp, both in appearance and personality. They were all good at heart though, of course.” 

I couldn’t help but stare, suspicious. Perhaps it was because of my initial distrust, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that Mia’s expressions were artificial; they felt…insincere, somehow.

“Illusia? Is something the matter?”

‹N-no, it’s nothing.›

“Oh? Very well, then.”

I really didn’t want to talk about Mia’s underlings anymore. It creeped me out how weirdly unbothered she seemed by the fact that I’d killed them. It would’ve been more reassuring if she showed even a hint of remorse or resistance about teaming up with the dragon who’d killed her friends. I felt like this topic was just a land mine waiting to explode at any second.

“Treant, was it?” Mia turned to Treant with a smile. “Allow me to explain. Only those who possess Sacred Skills are able to evolve into Legendary ranks. I assume you have not reached your final evolution yet, but even if you do evolve, you will simply become another monster of the same rank.”

‹O-oh, really? I didn’t know…› Some of the wind left Treant’s sails, and its eyes dropped to the ground. 

“Still, that is the better option than not evolving. You will retain most of your skills, and the more times you evolve, the higher your stats tend to be. But your level will also reset back to one each time, so I don’t know that the positives truly outweigh the negatives. Unless you have a lot of time, of course…”

‹I see…› 

Well, I guess I couldn’t be surprised that Mia was much more knowledgeable about this stuff than I was. She had seriously gone up against the Divine Voice three times at this point, after all.

“There are exceptions, of course,” she added, “but even if you find a way to evolve past your limits, you will be afflicted with a unique status condition called Collapsing God. Once that happens, your days are numbered. Your maximum HP will slowly deplete until your body collapses. You would do well to remember this.”

Treant swallowed hard and nodded. We knew all about the Collapsing God status already. It was the same one the slime had gotten when it evolved into Ruin. Had Mia run into the Collapsing God status at some point too? I didn’t know if something similar had happened in her generation, or if she knew of other Sacred Skill holders from the generations before her who’d met the same unfortunate fate.

 

Part 4

 

AFTER WRAPPING UP our discussion with Mia, the four of us set off toward the Skypiercing Spire, where Hecatoncheires waited. Rather than focusing on myself, my goal was to level Treant and Allo up a bit more along the way.

“As I’m sure you’ve seen, my level is already at its maximum. You’re at level 139, which means you’re only eleven levels from reaching that peak as well. And you have the Experience Point doubling skill, correct?”

‹Yep.› 

Mia and I chatted as we walked through the dimly lit forest. Although I didn’t trust her fully, I knew her ability to calculate our Experience Points would come in handy, so I had no choice but to tell her about some of my skills and stats. Besides, I’d already scoped out her status with View Status earlier.

“Then you’ll reach your maximum level soon either way. We still have to contend with that headless titan guardian, Hecatoncheires. We are better off focusing on Allo and Treant for the time being. You understand, yes? What we will face when we leave this place.”

Oh, yes… I’m painfully aware. Once we left, we’d have to defeat the Divine Voice’s Spirit Servants scattered across the land. And after that, we’d probably have to face the Divine Voice itself.

I was nearing my max level as a Legendary-rank monster, which meant I was getting to the point now where the Divine Voice might decide it needed to deal with me—either by making me submit, or destroying me. Ngai Forest was, after all, a world the Divine Voice had created as a final leveling ground for its champions with Sacred Skills.

“We must move quickly, but efficiently. The Divine Voice’s goal is to raise a monster more powerful than itself to earn maximum level of Laplace Authority Interference, revive Fallen, and reduce this world to ash. The closer it gets to achieving its goal, the greater the risk of it losing its life if its champion chooses to oppose it.” As Mia spoke, she stared at me intently, as if trying to peer straight into my mind.

The Divine Voice supposedly raised its champions up to their very limits to collect data about them, then disposed of them before they posed a threat. My job now was to outwit the Divine Voice—to kill it before it had a chance to get rid of me.

‹Hey…do you think you could use your Hell Realm Path somehow?› I asked Mia. ‹As some sort of tool to outsmart the Divine Voice?› 

My former Hero companion had managed to flee into the Origin Matter’s Time Vortex—avoiding having her Hell Realm Path taken from her and dying to the Collapsing God status, as well as succumbing to Ngai Forest’s Mad God status—and successfully united with me, the Sacred Skill holder of the next generation. If the Divine Voice wasn’t expecting her, she could be a powerful asset for killing it. But I didn’t know whether her Hell Realm Path would give us any sort of advantage in the fight against the Divine Voice.

Mia blinked once, then narrowed her eyes and gave a wide, meaningful smile. “Yes, I think I can. In fact, I’m sure of it.”

S-scary… Maybe it was because of her domineering aura, but it felt like Mia could make even the most normal of statements sound terrifying somehow.

Both Allo and Treant watched Mia with fear in their eyes as well. Treant hid a little behind Allo, as if using her as a shield. What the heck, Treant… You’re supposed to be the shield here!

Mia suddenly turned to face the two of them, and they both flinched and froze in their tracks, shoulders trembling. Mia narrowed her eyes at my two wary friends, then gave a soft chuckle.

“Don’t worry. I won’t snatch you up and eat you. You really do have the cutest of companions, Illusia.” With a smile, Mia turned back around and started walking again.

Wh-whoa. That startled me… I was worried she’d suddenly lose her temper and fly into a rage or something. She must’ve done it on purpose because she knew Allo and Treant were scared of her.

Please don’t mess around like that, Mia… It’s bad for my heart.

A while later, I spotted what looked like a huge snake in the distance. It stretched longer than even I did and sported a creepy mound of rolling, exposed eyeballs attached to its head, like some kind of strange fruit, dangling from what looked like a big clump of optic nerves. The monster’s body coiled around one of the Ngai Forest trees and slithered upward, staring intently at us with its huge eyeballs.

…Wow. Just like that, another freak of nature has appeared. I thought I’d gotten used to the gruesome—or should I say, unique—characteristics of the monsters who stalked this forest, but this one still sent a shiver down my spine. Both Allo and Treant stared at the monster as well, speechless.

“Hmm. This seems like interesting prey,” Mia remarked, just as cheery as usual. She regarded the grotesque eyeball snake without an ounce of fear on her face. Well, I figured she had been here long enough for the Mad God condition to start setting in. Nothing would surprise her at this point.

“Your wounds and fatigue should be fully healed by now. Allo, Treant, why don’t you show me what you can do?”

Treant scrunched its face in clear disgust.

I checked the eyeball snake out with View Status.

 

Eyebiriba

Species: Xiangliu

Status: Mad God

Lv: 83/140

HP: 5478/5478

MP: 3524/3524

 

Well, it wasn’t quite at max level yet, but it was still a Legendary-rank monster. This would be a pretty tough fight for just Allo and Treant.

I turned to Mia. ‹Mind if I join in? They should be able to take it out and level up without much risk if they ride on my back. It’s a level 83 Legendary monster called a Xiangliu.›

“Hmm… A higher risk means a higher reward. If you involve yourself needlessly, they will never learn to fend for themselves. We will observe; with our supervision, they can fight safely. Mortal combat is a vital learning experience. It teaches things they will never learn otherwise.”

‹Sure, but that doesn’t mean we should take unnecessary risks,› I protested. ‹They could die!› 

Mia narrowed her eyes. “There are two of them. Even if one dies, you still have the other.”

‹You…! How dare you!› I bared my fangs at her, staring daggers.

‹I-I-I would rather not fight something like that without cause, Miss Mia!› Treant spoke up, peeking cautiously past Allo’s legs. When Mia turned to look at it, it darted behind Allo again.

“Let me be clear,” Mia said. “We already know how strong you can possibly become. Once you max out your level, you must either continue to gain stats and skills by evolving into another monster of the same rank, or you must remain at max level and hone your techniques to work against more powerful opponents. So which is it? Will you challenge a more powerful opponent now, while it is relatively safe to experience? Or will you shy away now and be crushed in the real battle before you even understand what is happening? If you are so determined to run and hide, then take to the skies and flee. But none of my underlings would have ever turned their backs on a difficult fight.”

Treant silently turned to me, troubled by Mia’s harsh words.

“…All right,” said Allo, her face grim and serious. “I’ll do it, Master Dragon.”

Treant looked at Allo in surprise, then belatedly bleated, ‹W-well, then I will too!›

Mia smiled. “Your underlings really are cute, aren’t they?”

I couldn’t shake my unease at the whole situation. Fortunately, the Xiangliu was on the slower side. Fighting opponents with far higher agility stats was suicide, even if your other stats outweighed theirs. But Allo and Treant might just be able to skate by with those stats.

I checked out the Xiangliu’s skills; they seemed pretty simple for the most part. There were a few I’d never seen before, though, and that made me nervous.

“Have no fear,” Mia assured me. “I said one of them may die, but they have you and I here to back them up. There is no need to worry.”

 

Part 5

 

AS THE BATTLE BETWEEN Allo, Treant, and the Xiangliu began, Mia and I watched from a distance. Treant chose to remain in its tree spirit form, letting Allo carry it around in her arms. Allo had used Fog of the Dead to shroud the area around them in a gray mist, limiting visibility. She flew between the dark, gnarled trees on black wings that extended from her back, shooting Dark Spheres down at the Xiangliu. Two clones she’d created with Dark Kaleidoscope flew close behind her, raining more Dark Spheres onto their foe.

Multiple orbs shattered against the Xiangliu’s face and exploded, spraying shards of black magic. But the Xiangliu seemed unimpressed with this display. It slithered after Allo, poised to strike at the first opportunity.

‹This Xiangliu’s pretty tough…› Most of the Xiangliu’s stats focused on HP, MP, and Defense. It also had a lot of Resistance Skills and powerful healing abilities. On top of that, its thick scales would be a challenge to penetrate. Even I would need to hit it with multiple attacks to kill it.

“I wondered how a level 83 monster could make it for so long in this forest. It’s either hunt or be hunted here; reach your max level or die. But now, after hearing about its status, I understand. It’s not quite as durable as Hecatoncheires, but it’s certainly an endurance type,” Mia said, stretching her back against one of the black trees as she watched the others fight. “A lower-level endurance type is ideal. But its attack stat is fairly high, so I think the best strategy is to get up close, let it hit them, and then hit it back repeatedly to wear it down. There’s no better opponent to aid Allo and Treant in gaining experience.” She turned to look at me. “Why did you resist at first?” 

‹I didn’t want to put them in danger. Honestly, I’d rather they didn’t get involved in this conflict over the Sacred Skills at all.›

“But here they are, and they cannot back out now. Besides, they don’t seem like they’re interested in running away, do they? Steel your resolve. There is no point in doing things half-heartedly.”

‹Yeah…you’re right.› I nodded, and Mia chuckled.

As I watched the battle unfold, I found my mind drifting back to Mia. Could I really trust her? She had a lot of…weird quirks and unsettling behaviors. And even if it hadn’t fully taken over yet, she had the Mad God status. To top it off, she was withholding information from me. There was just…something off about her. Mia probably knew better than anyone what it was really like to confront the Divine Voice, but even so, the message behind her cold, sharp words rang clear: If she had to do it to achieve her goals, she wouldn’t hesitate to kill me.

But if her plan was to betray us in the end, it wouldn’t make sense for her to propose making my friend stronger. Even if it was in an attempt to reduce my number of allies, this felt way too roundabout to be Mia’s style. And sometimes I saw hints of genuine happiness shine through her cold exterior. I didn’t want to believe that happiness was a lie.

I felt like I’d gotten kind of used to distrusting people ever since Lilyxila’s betrayal. But Mia had sacrificed so much in the pursuit of defeating the Divine Voice. Then again, so had I—albeit to a lesser degree.

“Allo is an excellent fighter,” Mia observed. “She’s gifted with many useful skills, and I can tell she thinks things through before she acts. She’s a talented one.”

That positive assessment brought a wave of relief. Maybe I was being overly careful, but I really didn’t want to incur Mia’s displeasure.

“But because of her high magic power and plethora of moves, it probably isn’t wise for her to run around blasting the enemy at full power at all times like that,” she added. “Her MP is already running low. If she can overwhelm her enemy like that, fine, but otherwise, it would be better for her to save the cloning skill for when it’s truly needed. You should tell her that.”

‹Yeah, fair point. But she’s probably prioritizing attacking the enemy with full force to show us she’s contributing, since we’re watching and all.›

“That is probably true. But won’t Allo start to weaken in the later stages of the fight if she starts off so strong? Things will only work well for her right at the beginning. If she falls behind, she’ll struggle to recuperate, and she’ll show the enemy her weaknesses. I don’t mean to imply that she has poor mental fortitude or anything, of course. But I get the feeling she likes to come out swinging in a fight, then try to hold on to that early lead and let it carry her to victory, yes?”

‹U-uhh, maybe, I guess…›

“Oh? What’s this? They’re your underlings, aren’t they?”

‹W-well, yeah, but when she’s with me, she’s never had to worry about being at a disadvantage…› Of course, I’d heard about Allo’s fights with Aluanne and with the third Cavalier Samael, but I’d never heard any specifics about those battles, or Allo’s reflections on how they went.

“I think you tend to be rather overprotective of them. You must allow them to experience more real, life-threatening combat. Those experiences are about far more than just leveling up. They hone your combat instincts, your ability to read an opponent’s movements, and your ability to maneuver strategically. Certainly, you can compensate for much of that with raw talent, but the finer details of combat rely on things learned through personal experience. Surely you know that by now?”

Yeah, I think I do. 

When I fought Lilyxila’s Holy Naga form, I’d struggled to predict the trajectory of her Aparajita attacks. I kept misinterpreting her moves and got cornered multiple times. But eventually, with my life on the line, I’d managed to start anticipating Lilyxila’s attacks. Maybe I started to notice patterns in her moves as well, but still, I felt like I’d learned things about fighting intuitively and anticipating my opponent’s moves from that fight that proved useful in other fights too. The breadth and depth of experience gleaned from such dire circumstances… That had to be what Mia was talking about.

‹Yeah… You may be right about that,› I replied with a shrug, hanging my head.

“Oh, I don’t blame you!” Mia laughed. “Forgive me, I wasn’t intending to give you a lecture.” She narrowed her eyes, turning her attention back to the fight.

‹Clay Sphere!› Treant launched a lump of earth at the Xiangliu, narrowly missing its mass of eyeballs. ‹Urgh, so close! It’s awfully difficult to aim while we’re being chased around…›

“H-hey, Treant!” Allo yelped. Because she was holding Treant, the recoil from its Clay Sphere had knocked her to the side, and she’d dropped altitude and was struggling to stay airborne.

Liquid squirted from the Xiangliu’s eyes, splashing onto Allo’s left leg. The liquid began to hiss and bubble, emitting murky smoke, and Allo’s flesh began to peel back from her thigh and rot away in large chunks.

This had to be one of the Xiangliu’s unique skills, Corrosive Acid. 

Even considering the Xiangliu’s significant stat advantage over Allo and Treant, the speed at which her flesh corroded was alarming—especially since the attack had barely grazed her leg. Worse, the Corrosive Acid began to rapidly spread throughout her body.

‹Allo!› I shouted without thinking.

The Xiangliu spat another wave of Corrosive Acid at her. Allo spun to the side to dodge it. True to her undying witch nature as a Walpurgis, by the time she’d spun away, her leg was already fully healed. Physical damage seemed to have little effect on Allo overall, maybe thanks to her Undying Darkness skill. It felt like her leg was good as new before I even had the time to blink.

Wow. She heals way faster than I can with Regenerate…

“Um, Treant…maybe hold off on Clay Sphere for now,” Allo said.

‹Y-yes… My apologies, Miss Allo…› Treant hung its head dejectedly.

“Goodness. I’m sure Allo will be fine, but I don’t know about the other one. Will it be okay?” Mia said, smiling.

‹Yeah… This is kind of a bad matchup for Treant, I think.›

The Xiangliu was slow, and its mid-range attacks weren’t that strong or widespread either. But it compensated for this by excelling in close combat with its high HP, defense, and attack. Like the Xiangliu, Treant was an endurance type. But against a superior opponent who specialized in close combat, it would be difficult for Treant to gain the upper hand without a good strategy.

If the Xiangliu used ranged magic, Treant could just counter its skills with Fairy Curse, but that wasn’t an option here. Sure, Treant could try to outlast it in close combat with Eternal Regrowth, but considering the Xiangliu’s stats, that didn’t seem likely.

‹Still, Treant’s not just twiddling its thumbs. It’s steadily draining the Xiangliu’s MP with Reaper Seeds,› I pointed out. ‹Maybe it’s not attacking directly, but it’s still contributing to the battle.› Treant had also cast Guard Lost to lower the Xiangliu’s defense, making it easier for Allo’s Dark Spheres to deal damage. It was playing its role as support perfectly. ‹And it’s letting Allo drain its MP while she’s holding it. If it didn’t, between her two clones and their Dark Sphere barrage, she would’ve run out of MP a long time ago.›

“Is that truly contributing to the fight, though?” Mia wondered aloud, rubbing her temples as she stared intently at Treant. “Or, perhaps I should say…is it actively contributing?” 

Y-yikes. This lady really was scary…

 

Part 6

 

THE FIGHT BEGAN TO DRAW to a close as Allo’s MP started to run out. She already ended her Dark Kaleidoscope, sending her two clones back to whatever dimension they came from. While she still had her black wings to evade the Xiangliu, even they were beginning to slow. Without her clones to use as decoys, she could no longer find any openings to attack. Instead, she now focused her efforts on fleeing from the approaching Xiangliu at any cost.

I turned to my blonde ally. ‹Mia, it’s pointless to drag this out any longer. There’s no way for Allo and Treant to damage the Xiangliu anymore.›

As a Legendary-rank monster, there was a huge gap between the Xiangliu’s stats and Allo and Treant’s. They’d managed to hold out until now because it was on the slow side, but the Xiangliu’s true strength was its toughness. It had thick scales and could regenerate quickly—it had been taking the full force of Allo’s magic all this time, but it still showed no sign of serious injury. 

At this point, it seemed like Allo didn’t even have enough MP to continue hitting it with Dark Spheres. There was no point in continuing this fight.

“Hmm. I suppose the gap between the Xiangliu and your two companions was too great after all. Experience Points aside, perhaps a close-range, upper-level A class would be a more suitable fight,” Mia mused, resting her chin on her hand.

‹Probably about time to intervene, don’t you think?›

“Treant’s Reaper Seeds are still activated, correct? If Allo can protect Treant and keep the Xiangliu’s attention on her, they may still have a chance of winning this themselves.”

‹There’s no way that’ll work! The Xiangliu’s about to catch them!›

“Ahh…I suppose so. Allo had no intention of defeating the Xiangliu herself from the very start. She limited herself to dealing steady damage from a safe distance. She’s a model student. For better or worse.”

‹What’re you trying to say?›

“That even if her Dark Spheres managed to penetrate through the Xiangliu’s scales, they did nothing against its robust regeneration. Despite the advantage she made with her clones, she failed to target her attacks on any specific body parts because she was too busy carefully avoiding every hit.”

‹But you saw what the Corrosive Acid did to her!› I argued. ‹The Xiangliu has a really high base attack stat! If it sprayed that acid at her and then hit her a few times, she’d be down for the count!› 

“If she used Treant as a shield and forced the Xiangliu into a quick fight, she could have won. It would have been far riskier, of course, but there was no other way. If she’d focused on defeating the Xiangliu from the start, she may have succeeded. But turning things around now is nigh on impossible.” Mia spoke matter-of-factly, but there was a sharp edge to her tone. I felt a pang of annoyance but held back from retorting. It wasn’t worth the effort.

I saw what she was getting at, of course. She didn’t care for Allo’s fighting style, which was designed to safely and steadily level her up. We’d intentionally left her and Treant on their own in this fight to give them good combat experience, but Allo still fought with the assumption that I’d be there to swoop in and save the day in the end instead of formulating an actual winning strategy.

But that was how Allo had always fought when I was around, and she’d probably gone into this fight believing her primary goal was leveling up as usual. And until Mia pointed it out, I’d thought her fighting style was perfectly fine.

Allo fought to win when she needed to. There was no need for Mia to sulk just because Allo’s fighting style didn’t align with her own principles. Besides, Mia said it herself: The Xiangliu was strong. Maybe Allo would’ve gone for the win if its stats were a bit lower. Though in a fair fight with the Xiangliu on its home turf, even I would’ve struggled against its stats. If Allo and Treant went all-in on offense to try and deal enough damage to break through its regenerative abilities, the Xiangliu would likely retaliate and wipe them out in three minutes max. It’d be a brutal, close-quarters battle, and it’d be even harder for Mia and me to arrive in time to rescue them.

This was the strategy Mia was proposing. But there was no way I could bring myself to go to such risky extremes for a bit of combat training. Her strategy treated allies as disposable, and I couldn’t do that.

I remembered what she said before the fight began: “There are two of them. Even if one dies, you still have the other.”

I knew I’d have to do whatever it took if I wanted to defeat the Divine Voice. But even if someone told me sacrificing Treant or Allo would guarantee my victory over the Divine Voice, I’d absolutely refuse to do it. I wasn’t like Mia.

I knew the Divine Voice was a nearly all-powerful entity with some kind of massive system in place to bring this world to ruin. Even before I met Mia, I knew my current approach to dealing with it was probably naive—but this was a line I just couldn’t cross.

‹…Sorry. I probably look like a total softie to you, huh?›

“I didn’t say it was a good or bad thing, Illusia. I was simply speaking my thoughts aloud. Forgive me if it sounded like I was implying something.”

Mia’s words were impossible to read. Whether she was smiling or looked annoyed, both her expression and tone felt somehow artificial. I couldn’t tell if her statement was sarcastic or genuine. Either way, I didn’t feel like pressing the matter.

“Aaaaaagh!” At that moment, a shriek from Allo echoed through the air. She’d failed to dodge one of the Xiangliu’s Corrosive Acid blasts, taking it squarely on her back. She fell to the ground, landing hard on her shoulder. Her feathered wings melted away as the flesh rotted from her back, exposing bone. As she fell, Treant slipped from her grasp and slammed to the ground as well.

The Xiangliu closed the distance between them in one swift lunge. There was no time for Allo and Treant to regroup and fall back.

‹O-oh no you don’t!› Treant shouted. It leapt in front of Allo and instantly swelled in size. Its skin turned to thick, rugged bark as it reverted to its World Treant form.

Treant raised one of its massive main branches that served as an arm. A multitude of smaller branches sprouted and formed knots as Treant used Barkskin Armor—I assumed it intended to absorb the Xiangliu’s attack with its body, then retaliate with Wood Counter.

But the Xiangliu wasn’t about to make it easy for Treant. Its durability far surpassed even Treant’s own World Treant stats, and the Xiangliu had all kinds of powerful, close-range attack skills. Fighting it so close was dangerous no matter what. Mia seemed fine with letting it happen, but I knew I couldn’t.

No, wait! It’s gonna wrap around Treant and constrict it to death! That would prevent any counterattacks, and once it started constricting, it would be nearly impossible for Treant to escape unscathed.

I leapt forward and used Dimension Claws to slash at the Xiangliu’s tail. The unexpected blow sent its massive body flying backward, away from my friends. Treant’s thick trunk bent over as it let out a breath of relief.

The Xiangliu landed gracefully, twisting in a spiral to absorb the impact. Then it glared at me from its landing spot and gave a low hiss.

‹We’re ending this now, Mia.›

“Yes, all right. No need to be so on edge. I don’t mean to come off as arrogant.” At Mia’s assent, I relaxed a little as well. I’d been worried she’d fight me more about this.

Still, though…that Xiangliu was awfully tough. It might take us a while to finish it off. I’d rather not face those stats down one-on-one myself.

I kicked off from the ground, snapped my wings open, and flew at the Xiangliu.

‹Mia, give me some cover fire, please!› With Mia’s attack halved while she was in her human form, it seemed smart to have her support me with magic attacks, which didn’t suffer from the same stat reduction. Her magic skills would deal damage even a beast like the Xiangliu couldn’t ignore. If I distracted it while she attacked, we should be able to take it down quickly.

“No need. I’ll handle this myself.” Before I had the chance to protest, Mia raised her greatsword in the air and leapt from the ground—then vanished. No, she didn’t vanish—she shot toward the Xiangliu, so fast it almost seemed like she teleported, far faster than I could even perceive.

The near instantaneous movement reminded me of Lilyxila’s Shinsen Shukuchi—the skill that allowed her to compress or expand space to teleport instantly, or even change the trajectory of thrown weapons. But Mia didn’t have that skill.

Hmm… It had to be her Godspeed Flash skill. I’d seen others use it before; it was a skill that boosted your movement speed for a second. But she moved way faster than I’d ever seen; for a second, I thought she’d teleported. Was that what it looked like when the skill was maxed out?

Mia reached the Xiangliu before I did. Still, it wouldn’t be easy for her to face it alone—especially while she was still in her human form. With her physical attack halved, Mia would likely want to use magic instead. But her primary magic attack skill was Dark Sphere, and I already knew that skill didn’t do much against the Xiangliu’s superior defense and healing. There was no way for her to deliver a decisive blow.

So…she’s planning to undo her Human Transformation, right? Mia’s species was listed as something called a Thanatos. From her skills, I could tell she was some sort of undead, but I had no clue what her monster form actually looked like. If I wanted to, I could check her species info with View Status, but it felt rude to do that without permission when she didn’t seem keen on sharing that info with me herself.

The Xiangliu glared at Mia with its many eyes. But then it shifted its gaze to Treant, seeming to decide to take it out first. Treant flinched, making its leaves rustle softly, then raised its branches in a fighting stance.

“I come before you, and you choose to look elsewhere? You’re making me feel lonely.” Mia opened her eyes wide. The air rippled with ominous, deadly intent. Even standing behind her, I felt a chill run through me and my body stiffened in fear.

She must be using her Special Skill, Reaper’s Aura.

The Xiangliu froze. Then its eyes blazed crimson, and a scarlet liquid that I assumed was blood began to seep from the corners of its eyes. It seemed like Mia’s provocation had stirred it into a fury.

Mia approached the Xiangliu, a smile playing at the corners of her mouth. She raised her blade—her Black Fly Sword—and stepped into the Xiangliu’s range.

‹You’re not ending your Human Transformation?!› I yelped, shocked, readying my claws to provide cover with Dimension Claws as needed. On top of her halved attack, staying in human form meant Mia’s HP was cut in half too, and she wouldn’t have any sort of protective skin she might have as a monster. Getting this close to the Xiangliu without any defenses in place felt like suicide. Even landing one hit could mean receiving a fatal blow in return.

“There is no need. I am far more accustomed to fighting in this form.”

But she was in close range. She couldn’t rely on magic. How could she possibly deliver a decisive blow with her halved attack stat…?

Mia swung her greatsword. It cleaved through the air and struck the Xiangliu’s mass of eyeballs. Two of its eyes ruptured from the blow, spurting bright red blood—but the Xiangliu slammed its head down toward Mia as if its injured eyes meant nothing. The ground around us shook, crumbling with the force of the impact. But somehow, Mia managed to leap above the Xiangliu’s head.

She must have used Godspeed Flash again. I knew that, but I had no clue how she’d managed to avoid the blow and get above the Xiangliu.

Mia swung her Black Fly Sword down toward the Xiangliu. “Echo Blade!” she called, and her hand blurred. Then her Black Fly Sword split into two. That was the only way I could describe it. The two swinging blades sliced into the clump of nerves atop of the Xiangliu’s head, severing a clump of eyeballs from its body. The eyeballs dropped to the ground and rolled away in all directions.

The Xiangliu violently shook its head to fling Mia off, but at that moment, Mia leapt into the air and swung her blade again, delivering another blow straight to its face. The Xiangliu flinched, then pushed its eyeballs away and opened its massive mouth. Three enormous, tentacle-like tongues slithered out from between its two fangs, each as long as Mia herself.

Mouth open wide, the Xiangliu lunged at Mia, ready to bite. Mia leapt at its fangs and kicked off of them to propel herself backward. The Xiangliu followed behind her, attempting to lunge forward and bite before Mia could land.

But the Xiangliu’s jaws snapped shut on empty air. Mia now stood on its head, having kicked off its jaw to leap upward.

So fast…! 

No, she wasn’t just fast. She anticipated the Xiangliu’s every move and reacted accordingly.

Godspeed Flash wasn’t a skill for complex maneuvers; it gave a burst of speed in a strictly linear direction. If Mia simply used it to rush in and attack recklessly, she’d create a massive opening for the Xiangliu to strike. But by reading her opponent’s movements, she could use Godspeed Flash with pinpoint precision. It wasn’t nearly as easy as it sounded.

Because it lacked scales, the Xiangliu’s head was its weak point; but at the same time, it was a dangerous weapon with all kinds of offensive capabilities. To me, it felt like attacking it with magic from a distance was the best way to go. But Mia chose to get up close and personal instead, parrying every attack at point-blank. Her impressive swordsmanship reminded me of Howgley, the swordsman Lilyxila had hired. I didn’t know if Mia would be willing to use the same dirty tricks Howgley did, but in terms of swordsmanship and skill precision, Mia probably outclassed him anyway. 

Despite Howgley’s level being lower than those of Lilyxila’s Holy Knights, he’d dared to challenge me on his own, wielding only an old dagger. Mia was like Howgley, but with far more levels under her belt.

She slashed at Xiangliu’s mass of eyes again. The Xiangliu shot a bunch of Corrosive Acid at her from between its eye sockets in return, and Mia leapt from its head to the ground to dodge it. The Xiangliu violently shook its head like a dog after a bath, scattering Corrosive Acid through the air like rain. As it hit the ground, the grass began to wither and burn, sending up peals of smoke.

Faced with such an onslaught, I thought Mia would have no choice but to retreat. But instead, she closed the distance between them, paying no heed to the acid rain. For a second, I thought she might be immune somehow, but I was wrong. Instead, she dodged nimbly between the hundreds of drops of rain, using her greatsword to slice away the droplets she couldn’t avoid.

I couldn’t believe my eyes. So this is Mia the Hero…!

I thought back to Howgley and Volk—it always seemed like the top swordsmen in the world possessed power that far exceeded their stats. To me, Mia was the ultimate embodiment of that fact.

But as the Corrosive Acid rained down, the Xiangliu swung its massive tail at Mia, intent on crushing her while her movements were restricted. Naturally, it was immune to the effects of its own acid, meaning it could swing its tail without worry. But if Mia dodged the tail, she’d be hit with the Corrosive Acid—and if she didn’t dodge, she’d suffer a direct hit from its tail.

With her stats halved, Mia couldn’t endure such a direct hit. Risking a few drops of Corrosive Acid was by far the safer choice. With her stats, it probably wouldn’t be the end of the world. 

But contrary to my expectations, Mia froze. A moment later, the full force of the Xiangliu’s massive tail slammed into her body.

‹Wh-whoa! Mia? You okay?!›

Maybe I should’ve backed her up after all?! I doubted someone as powerful as Mia could be taken down by a single blow from a low-level opponent. But still, she must’ve taken some serious damage…

Suddenly, I heard Mia’s voice, calm as ever: “Hollow Moon.”

The next moment, a deep gash tore through the Xiangliu’s tail, slicing through its thick scales with ease. Blood and gore sprayed through the air as the Xiangliu’s huge body flew backward from the force of the impact before crashing into a tree behind it. The Xiangliu crashed to the ground, unmoving.

Wh-what the heck? Where’d that fatal blow come from? Against a Legendary monster who specialized in endurance, while she was still in human form and her attack power halved?

Mia shouldered her greatsword and stood, wiping blood from her clothes. “That was a parrying technique that converts the force of an incoming blow into kinetic energy to nullify it. And by channeling that power into the tip of my blade, I am able to perform feats such as the one you just witnessed.”

 

Part 7

 

WITH THE BATTLE OVER, the four of us gathered around the Xiangliu’s corpse.
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‹Dang… Taking out an endurance-type Legendary monster in one hit, while still in human form? I can’t believe it…› I muttered.

“I prefer to remain in this form; it’s easier to move around, and I’m used to fighting like this. And my Special Skill, Underworld Mirror, reduces the MP cost of Human Transformation to nearly zero. It also reduces my rather, ah…ghastly aura,” Mia added with a light laugh.

This battle had pushed Allo’s level from Lv: 97/130 to Lv: 102/130, and Treant from Lv: 99/130 to Lv: 102/130. Although Mia did most of the damage, they each still got enough Experience Points to level up significantly. That alone showed just how strong the Xiangliu was. And the amount of damage inflicted was only one part of the calculation. While Allo had done most of the attacking, Treant also managed to gain a few solid levels, if a couple less than Allo. It seemed like its Reaper Seeds had played a major part in the fight after all.

Honestly, Reaper Seeds were a pretty fail-safe strategy against stronger enemies. As long as you survived and kept the seeds active, you’d eventually come out on top.

‹Mmm… I did not earn quite as many Experience Points as I thought I would. Same with Miss Allo,› Treant murmured, back in its tree spirit form.

“Yes, I’m sure you would have earned more levels riding on Illusia’s back,” Mia replied. “And with a more stable foundation to fight upon, you could have defeated it without us attacking it directly. But more than Experience Points, I wanted the two of you to experience battling a Legendary-rank monster yourselves.”

‹O-oh. I see…› Treant mumbled, scurrying behind my front leg before peeking around it to peer at Mia. It was probably trying to avoid saying anything that’d get it on Mia’s bad side.

“But you’re already at max level,” Allo said. “Wouldn’t it have been better to let Master Dragon defeat it?” 

‹M-Miss Allo!› Treant warned, flapping its wings nervously.

Mia looked at Treant and chuckled softly. “I commend you for your concern, but it’s rather lonely to be treated with such distrust, you know.”

‹F-forgive me…› Treant bowed its head in apology. Mia simply looked at it with a wry smile.

“Hmmm…” She rested her chin on her hand, seeming to gather her thoughts. “In truth, I don’t consider Illusia’s level of much concern at this time. True, there is a significant stat increase between levels for Legendary-ranks, but I believe experience, skill, and knowledge are far more vital at this point. One or two hundred extra stat points is barely enough to decide whether an attack hits or misses. Such gains are easily negated in battle. But the higher one’s stats, the better, of course.”

Huh? But wouldn’t an extra 200 points in attack or agility make a huge difference? 

But, no…that wasn’t true. Mia hadn’t beat the Xiangliu with her stats—she won with pure combat skill. She had a point.

Again, I remembered my battle with Howgley, when I was forced to confront my own lacking combat skills.

I’d had my fair share of fights to the death, that was for sure. But the Spirit Servants I was gonna have to take on once I got out of here were the cream of the crop of former Sacred Skill holders. Every single one of them was just as powerful as Mia, if not more so.

“Besides, you have an Experience Point multiplier, correct?” said Mia. “You’ll easily max out your level during the Hecatoncheires fight. You do not have a way to raise your evolutionary cap yet either. Rather than rushing you toward your limit, I wanted you to witness how I fight. We cannot simply leap straight into battle with Hecatoncheires and hope for the best. And I wouldn’t be surprised if there were other, more powerful monsters inside the tower.”

Her reasoning made sense to me. Sure, I’d have loved to get a little bit more offensive power for the fight with Hecatoncheires, but Mia seemed to have that covered with her own combat abilities. Plus, Allo and Treant were now at significantly higher levels than when I’d faced him the first time. Rather than concerning myself with gaining as many levels as possible, it did feel smarter to focus on making sure the three of us could move efficiently and deal solid damage to Hecatoncheires. 

And Mia was right—even splitting the earned Ex­perience Points between the four of us, I’d be close to max level after defeating him, if not completely maxed out. Like Mia said, there was no point in fixating on reaching that max level beforehand. It’d be helpful to get there if possible, but at this point, it was far more important for the three of us to see and fully understand Mia’s fighting style so we could incorporate it into our battle strategy.

At the same time, watching Mia fight helped me realize where my own skills were lacking. Of course, being aware of my faults didn’t mean I’d learn missing combat skills or gain experience overnight, but that didn’t mean I could give up. All I could do was strive to glean something from each battle that made me better than I was before.

Lilyxila had been skilled at reading the flow of battles and using techniques to her advantage. Although her abilities had overwhelmed me early on, by engaging with her with my life on the line, I’d eventually learned how to overcome them. If I hadn’t, I’d be the one dead at the bottom of a canyon right now.

And just like back then, I knew the only way to take down an enemy stronger and smarter than you was to master their thoughts and techniques myself. Mia’s battle with the Xiangliu had driven that reality home.

Still, Allo glared at Mia, unconvinced.

Mia’s ways of thinking and perceiving her reality differed greatly from my own. I wasn’t surprised Allo and Treant found some of her opinions difficult to accept right away. If I hadn’t had the experience of being overwhelmed by the sheer combat abilities of Howgley and Lilyxila, I doubt I would’ve believed prioritizing honing combat skills over leveling up was the right call either.

Mia turned her gaze toward the Skypiercing Spire in the distance. “It seems we are nearing Hecatoncheires’s territory,” she said. “Why don’t we stop for a meal, and perhaps deepen our bonds while we have the chance? You wouldn’t want to entrust a complete stranger with watching your back in this fight, would you?” She gave me a broad grin, then turned her head away.

Following her gaze, I found her staring at the Xiangliu’s corpse. Blood and entrails spilled from the spot where Mia’s final blow had sliced through its body. Colliding with the tree had made a large number of its eyes burst, creating a rather grotesque scene.

Suddenly, I realized what she was implying. ‹Ugh… Seriously?›

“Oh? Did it just now click? You’re surprisingly sensitive, Illusia,” Mia giggled, seemingly enjoying the repulsed look on my face.

‹W-well, at least it doesn’t have a human head,› I mumbled. ‹I think I can stomach it…› 

That big clump of eyeballs looked more like human eyeballs than snake ones, though…
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“MM, MM-HMM. It’s perfectly edible. Like most monsters, it tastes rather unremarkable on the inside,” Mia mumbled through a mouthful of skewered Xiangliu meat. She’d prepared the skewers herself, first forming them with Clay, then transforming them into metal with her Alchemy skill.

I sat across from Mia, holding a meat skewer of my own—I’d joined her in using Human Transformation. After I’d roasted it with Scorching Breath, the Xiangliu’s green skin and white meat had turned reddish-brown.

I brought the skewer to my nose and gave it a tentative sniff. It smelled…medicinal…and a little funky, somehow. I wouldn’t call it bad, but it wasn’t exactly appetizing either…

‹Master, aren’t you going to eat? With the salt seasoning, it’s quite tasty,› Treant said, chowing down contentedly. Mia smiled at Treant, pleased. Maybe Treant was even less of a picky eater than me…

I glanced toward the Xiangliu’s remains. Most of its eyeballs were gone due to the impact of Mia’s final blow, but one still retained its shape. I met its unmoving gaze, then quickly closed my eyes and lowered my head slightly.

“Goodness. You really are a delicate one, aren’t you, Illusia? From your Oneiros form, I assumed your human form would be quite big and burly, but you have such charming and dainty features. You’re positively cute!” Mia opened her mouth to laugh teasingly, then tore another chunk of Xiangliu meat from her skewer.

Urgh… Mia’s impossible to figure out. Sometimes she seemed cold and uncaring, other times it felt like she was hiding something. But she had a playful side too, like when she taunted Allo and Treant to gauge their reactions, or when she teased me.

Allo, sitting next to me, pulled my left arm closer and glared at Mia. “I-I’m not letting you take Master Dragon! He’s mine!”

“U-uh, Allo…”

Mia watched our exchange with a puzzled look, then narrowed her eyes as if she’d figured something out and reached for her next skewer. “Heh heh. You seem quite popular with your underlings too.”

Yup… She’s impossible to figure out, all right. I had no way of telling if what she was saying was genuine; no way of figuring out the true meaning behind her vague commentary. She said she wanted to build more of a rapport before we went into battle together, but I couldn’t help but wonder if she had some other motive for stopping for a meal.

Is she trying to learn more about me? Or gain my trust? Or…I don’t even know. She could have any number of nefarious intentions, and I’d have no idea!

“Ahh, did I perhaps go a little overboard?” she said. “Forgive me; I meant no offense. I may be a little overzealous, I suppose. In truth, since I was thrown into Ngai Forest, I’ve been alone. And even before that, I’d been separated from my underlings for a long time. I found myself thinking perhaps I’d never speak to another soul again. So this—sitting around, sharing a meal with others—well, I am quite enjoying myself. It feels like I am…alive again, for the first time in ages.”

…Oh. Maybe she’s being genuine after all? Despite my misgivings, I felt my lips curving into a smile before I could stop myself.

I brought my skewer to my mouth, hesitated for a moment, then closed my eyes and took a big bite.

Oh! It was better than eating that Adam, at least!

“Ah…it’s better than I expected.” The Xiangliu meat had a flavor and texture somewhere between chicken and eel. The meat was tough, with a kind of rubbery elasticity to it that felt a little strange, but not unpleasant. The more I chewed, the more its hot, fatty juices spurted onto my tongue.

Mia grinned. “I told you it was good, didn’t I? Have a little more faith.”

Thirty minutes or so later, Treant lay flat on its back, its stuffed belly facing the sky. ‹I…I think I ate a little too much. Ulp…›

“Please tell me you can move, Treant. We’re heading out soon.”

‹Yeah, yeah, I know…›

Mia smiled. “I enjoyed that. Sorry to make you all indulge my whims for a little while.”

“Nah, don’t apologize,” I told her. “Allo and Treant were worn out, so this was a good time for them to eat and recover before we take on Hecatoncheires. Besides, I enjoyed it too. Sorry if this comes out wrong, but…I feel like I kinda misjudged you, Mia.”

Mia’s purpose was to stop the Divine Voice. Her generation had found itself engulfed by a fierce war that waged across the entire world. Maybe she was driven by resentment, or maybe a sense that her life’s mission was to stop the Divine Voice before it could destroy the world. Maybe she also carried on to honor and atone for those she was forced to sacrifice for her cause. Whatever it was, Mia had her reasons for being so hell-bent on taking down the Divine Voice. Her cold, stoic approach was a difficult pill for me to swallow, but considering her past and the circumstances she now found herself in, I understood why she was the way she was. Besides, it seemed clear to me that she could still think and feel as well as any human. And that was enough.

“I’m glad to hear it. It worried me that you didn’t seem to trust me much. I’m glad I managed to build a bit of rapport with the three of you.” Mia smiled at Allo.

Allo flinched, then clung to my arm again and glared at Mia.

“Hey. Relax, Allo. No need to glare,” I reprimanded.

“S-sorry. I didn’t mean to…”

“Ha ha ha! There’s no winning for me, is there? If Illusia likes me, Allo will hate me enough for the both of you,” Mia teased.

She turned her head, looking off into the distance. Following her gaze, I realized she was looking at the gravity-defying tower guarded by Hecatoncheires. I figured she was thinking about our next move.

We were close enough now that we probably wouldn’t encounter any other monsters before we ran into Hecatoncheires. Once we got a bit closer, we could take a break to heal Allo and Treant up fully, then we’d take him on.

Successfully taking Hecatoncheires down had to give us an inkling of how to solve our current predicament. If we managed to escape Ngai Forest, then Allo, Treant, Mia, and I would split up to rendezvous with Volk and the others, then defeat the Spirit Servants.

And once that was done, the Divine Voice would probably appear before us once again.

“Hey, Illusia…” I heard Mia call my name from behind me.

I turned around to find her staring at me with an inquisitive gaze. Instinctively, I braced myself.

“You, Illusia, are the one who will kill the Divine Voice. I’m counting on you.”

“Ah, y-yeah.” I nodded. “I’ll make it happen.”

Suddenly, I wondered if Mia had given up on striking down the Divine Voice herself. Like the other monsters here, the Divine Voice stripped away most of her Sacred Skills.

Maybe she knew she’d never have the opportunity to evolve into something greater because of it.


Chapter 2:
Rematch with the Unwavering Guardian

 

Part 1

 

I PEERED THROUGH THE BRANCHES of one of the Ngai Forest trees toward the entrance to the Skypiercing Spire. At this distance, I could already see its formidable guardian standing immobile before the door: Hecatoncheires.

Even without a head, he towered above us at nearly ten meters tall. Close to thirty arms hung from his broad shoulders.

Things were different now than they’d been when I faced Hecatoncheires the first time, though. For one, I’d gone from Lv: 128/150 to Lv: 139/150. Ten Legendary rank levels made a massive difference. Even a slight increase in attack power would do wonders for dealing steady damage against his maxed-out defenses.

Before, Treant had been at Lv: 69/130, and Allo at Lv: 72/130. But now, they’d both surpassed level 100. Where Allo’s full-power attacks could only chip away a little health before, she could now consistently deal a decent amount of damage. And at this point, Treant’s HP and defense stats overshadowed even mine. It would be able to withstand seven consecutive attacks from Hecatoncheires without any healing or support magic.

And above all, we had the immense power and skill of Mia on our side. A max-level Legendary-rank ally was no joke. If I messed up here—or honestly, even if I didn’t mess up—she’d rack up way more damage against Hecatoncheires than I could ever hope to. She was a true senior to me as a wielder of Sacred Skills.

‹Treant, can you use your World Treant form this time and tank some of Hecatoncheires’s attacks?› I asked.

‹Yes, leave it to me! It’s time to show the world what I’m truly capable of!› Treant put the tips of its wings on its hips and puffed out its chest.

Now that I thought about it, this might’ve been the first time I’d ever directly assigned Treant to the role of tanking enemy attacks. Until now, if there was a powerful attack Treant could withstand, I usually decided it’d be better for me to take it anyway. But making Hecatoncheires focus on attacking Treant would give the rest of us openings, especially with the four of us facing a single opponent.

‹I will move closer as I draw his attacks, allowing my Reaper Seeds to work at full power. Then, if I find an opening, I’ll use Wood Counter to smash him to bits!› Treant declared, chest still puffed out with pride.

I suddenly felt much more reassured. I’d always assumed the battle with Hecatoncheires would be a long, drawn-out affair, but Treant’s Reaper Seeds would be a powerful weapon against him. Honestly, Treant’s stats seemed like a perfect foil to Hecatoncheires’s. This time, it was Treant’s time to shine.

“Perhaps we should hold off on using any physical counter skills,” Mia cut in. “Hecatoncheires’s Colossus Blade cannot harm himself. And he specializes in defense, not offense. He may have a higher attack power than you, but hitting him with a counter skill would be pointless.”

Treant slumped its shoulders. ‹O-oh. You’re probably right…›

“Once you succeed in planting your Reaper Seeds, just focus on guarding. From what I’ve heard, you have no other skills that will land hits against him anyway, correct?”

‹Yes, you are correct…›

Oh, right. Because Hecatoncheires’s stats were so skewed toward defense, counters would be completely useless. Treant had been demoted to pure meat shield. Well, wood shield, technically.

Treant seemed to aspire to be a fighter who took enemy attacks head-on to protect its allies. But…at the same time, I also sensed an occasional longing to fight like Allo, dealing damage to enemies directly. For this fight, it seemed fired up to do both, and was somewhat conflicted about being relegated to just defense.

‹Allo, there’s no need to use your clones this time,› I said. ‹We know this fight will drag on for a while regardless. We can’t force a quick victory against an opponent like Hecatoncheires.› 

“Okay! Understood!” 

Allo’s ability to split into three with Dark Kaleidoscope meant three times the number of attacks—it was an incredibly powerful skill. But the MP drain was intense to match, and against Hecatoncheires, we needed to save every bit of MP we could. Allo’s clones were each made up of a large mass of MP; losing one would mean losing a massive chunk of MP at once. And across the barrage of attacks from Allo’s clones, they were bound to miss a few. Missing attacks would also be a waste of MP. This time, rather than increasing Allo’s rate of fire with clones, it would be better for her to focus on increasing the number of attacks that landed successfully, even if her attacks took three times as long.

‹What about you, Mia? What’s your plan?› I asked.

“I’d prefer to fight in this form. It may be easier to land hits on Hecatoncheires in my true form, but it poses a rather unfortunate problem.”

‹A problem…?›

“Indeed. My true form is not suited for teamwork; my attacks become a bit too broad to fight alongside safely. That said, if we find ourselves struggling to land a finishing blow, it may be best for the three of you to retreat and let me fight him alone.”

‹…I-I see. Got it.› I pictured a giant Mia rampaging indiscriminately, like Ruin had in Alban. I didn’t want to assume she’d go off the deep end in her true form, but judging from her tone, the image in my mind didn’t seem that far off.

“And on top of that…well, perhaps this discussion would be better kept for later,” Mia murmured, as if she’d let the words slip by mistake.

‹‘On top of that’? What do you mean? Are you…hiding something? If so, you should tell me now. I’ll worry otherwise…›

“Ahh, no, forgive me. I just think it is a topic better left for once we’ve dealt with the problem at hand. We will discuss it later. Perhaps after we’ve defeated Hecatoncheires, checked inside the tower, and made it out safely.”

‹Okay…got it. I’ll hold you to that, then.› If I had to guess, I assumed it was something about Mia’s species, Thanatos. Maybe there was some sort of issue with it? Come to think of it, when I’d looked at Mia’s status screen, I’d sensed something was off about it…

Mia turned her gaze toward Hecatoncheires in the distance. “It feels like it’s been an age since I last laid eyes on you. Well, I suppose it has been, what with my imprisonment in the Time Vortex.” Those stuck inside the Origin Matter’s Time Vortex lost all sense of the passage of time outside of it. “It is a strange feeling, Hecatoncheires,” she said. “It’s been five hundred years since I last challenged you, and all that time, you have stood here, a guardian without anyone to protect. Change can be cruel at times, but stagnation, too, is a cruel mistress indeed.” Mia’s voice betrayed a hint of loneliness.

She readied the Black Fly Sword she carried on her back and looked back at the three of us. “Let’s end his eternal watch, here and now. After all this time, he must be tired. He deserves to rest.”

‹Yeah… Agreed.›

With Allo and Treant on my back, I spread my wings and flew for Hecatoncheires.
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JUST LIKE IN OUR LAST BATTLE, as soon as I got within a certain distance, Hecatoncheires abruptly jerked into motion, raising his greatsword and pointing it directly at us.

Once again, I took a look at his stats.

 

Hecatoncheires

Species: Hecatoncheires

Status: Mad God

Lv: 140/140 (MAX)

HP: 10000/10000

MP: 10000/10000

Attack: 1500+200

Defense: 4000

Magic: 1500

Agility: 1500

Rank: L (Legendary)

Equipment:

Weapon: Colossus Blade: L

Sacred Skills:

Human Realm Path (Replica): Lv —

Demi-God Realm Path (Replica): Lv —

Preta Realm Path (Replica): Lv —

Special Skills:

Grecian Language: Lv 5

Psychic Sense: Lv MAX

Automatic HP Recovery: Lv MAX

Automatic MP Recovery: Lv MAX

Super Regeneration: Lv MAX

Recovery+: Lv MAX

Sixth Sense: Lv MAX

Swordsman: Lv MAX

Mad God: Lv MAX

Resistance Skills:

Physical Resistance: Lv MAX

Magic Resistance: Lv MAX

Magical Decomposition: Lv MAX

Halved Physical Damage: Lv MAX

Debuff Immunity: Lv —

Seven-Type Resistance: Lv MAX

Normal Skills:

Hi-Rest: Lv MAX

Regenerate: Lv MAX

Dimension Slash: Lv MAX

High Jump: Lv MAX

Blade of Exorcism: Lv MAX

Contemplate: Lv MAX

Shadow Dance: Lv MAX

Nature’s Mana: Lv MAX

Title Skills:

Guardian of the Skypiercing Spire: Lv —

Unwavering and Unbeatable: Lv —

Final Evolution: Lv —

Former Hero: Lv —

Former Demon King: Lv —

 

Yup, his status screen was still as wild as ever. It was pretty sparse, but then it just had these terrifyingly powerful skills like Halved Physical Damage and Magic Decomposition thrown in like afterthoughts. On top of his base Resistance Skills, it was just insane.

But this time I wasn’t about to call it quits and beat a hasty retreat. We were running out of time. There was no telling when Mia’s Mad God condition would worsen. And now, with the four of us together, we were strong enough—and skilled enough—to take Hecatoncheires down for good.

‹This fight won’t go the same way it did last time, Hecatoncheires!› I called out with Telepathy. Hecatoncheires didn’t respond.

I tilted my wings downward and tore into a steep dive, circling around to his right. I needed to take him down before I ran out of MP, so I wouldn’t use Dimension Claws this time. Unless I was using it to assist Mia with a multi-hit attack, even a direct hit would just be a waste of MP. Instead, I’d focus on racking up damage with direct attacks.

Hecatoncheires matched me move for move with his greatsword, blocking me every time. 

“Illusia isn’t the only enemy you have to worry about!” Mia called, sprinting at Hecatoncheires from the left, opposite me. Hecatoncheires, realizing that simply waiting there would leave him exposed on one side, charged toward me.

“Oh? So you plan to circle around us and engage us both from the same direction? Smart. But exposing your back to me is far less wise.” With a grim smile, Mia raised her blade.

“Dark Sphere.” A black magic circle appeared around her. From inside it, a black orb shot out at Hecatoncheires.

In human form, Mia’s magic stat far surpassed her attack stat. A magical attack from a max-level Legendary rank with Magic: 4444 was nothing to sniff at, even for Hecatoncheires. The headless titan, realizing this, raised his blade like a shield to block. As he did, though, Mia leapt up, shooting into the air. From her lightning-fast moves, I knew she was putting Godspeed Flash to good use.

Mia swung her poised blade as she leapt. The slice flew off her blade in a wave, tearing the ground with its speed as it closed in on Hecatoncheires. There was still a fair distance between Mia and her target, but the wave moved so fast that Hecatoncheires had no time to even think about parrying. That wasn’t just a Shockwave—that was a Shockwave using Godspeed Flash. I’d never realized you could use Godspeed Flash like that…

The slash overtook Mia’s Dark Sphere and shattered against Hecatoncheires’s hand, forcing him to lower his greatsword—and the Dark Sphere flew straight into his now-exposed chest and exploded. Cracks appeared in the colossus’s chest, spreading across its surface. Several of Hecatoncheires’s many arms fell to the ground.

When the black light faded, Mia stood directly in front of Hecatoncheires, sword at the ready. “Well, Hecatoncheires? I assure you, there’s more where that came from.”

With another burst from Godspeed Flash, Mia darted toward Hecatoncheires again. The moment his stance wavered, she struck—her blade sliced into his body, cutting deep. Hecatoncheires’s massive frame swayed.

H-holy cow… I knew she was strong, but this is insane. Mia’s strength lay in far more than mere stats. Her fighting style itself was flawless, efficient, and merciless, refined by her impressive tactical abilities and her many years of experience.

But I didn’t have time to stand here gaping in awe. Even a fighter as skilled as Mia had had to flee from Hecatoncheires in the past. And the reason she’d unleashed such a relentless barrage right from the get-go, sparing no MP, was to make sure we—or rather, Treant—could successfully plant its Reaper Seeds on Hecatoncheires.

But honestly, it kinda felt like she went a bit overboard. That must’ve cost a fair bit of MP to pull off… She wouldn’t be able to keep up an onslaught like that against such a beefy endurance type. But she probably did it to ensure our plan wouldn’t blow up at the very start, and that was more than enough. Now it was up to us to make sure we didn’t screw this up. 

“Grooooooaaaah!” I roared and spun around to put my full weight into a tail strike. Hecatoncheires’s leg raised slightly, thrown off balance from the blow. ‹Treant, Allo—Now!›

‹L-Leave it to us!› 

“Yup! I’m ready to blast him with everything I’ve got!”

Allo summoned a massive Dark Sphere that shot straight for Hecatoncheires and burst against his side, sending more cracks spiderwebbing across his stonelike facade. Treant seized the moment and shot a series of green, glowing seeds at the cracks, planting its MP-draining Reaper Seeds safely inside.

‹Yes! We did it, Master!› crowed Treant. ‹We planted as many as we could!›

‹All right! Great work, you two!› So far, this fight was going as well as I could’ve hoped. The longer the battle dragged on, the more effective Treant’s Reaper Seeds would become, which was why we’d opted to plant them right at the start. And Mia and I had managed to pull off that pincer attack perfectly, leaving Hecatoncheires staggered and exposed.

Just gotta keep up the attacks and chip away at this guy’s HP and MP…!

I swung my claws in a wide arc, but they missed their target as Hecatoncheires’s massive form sank into the shadows, then reappeared a moment later farther away. I remembered this skill: It was one of Hecatoncheires’s specialties, Shadow Dance.

‹Well, I knew it wouldn’t be that easy… That skill completely negates our number advantage.› Even if we managed to pin Hecatoncheires in place, he could use Shadow Dance to escape the four of us with ease. ‹Especially since he already got a taste of our full strength. I’m sure he’ll make use of it a lot more now…›

“That’s fine,” Mia responded. “Or rather, that is exactly why we went on the offensive right from the start. Now that we’ve made him wary, we just need to keep attacking. While that skill is cheap and useful, it isn’t free. The more he uses it, the faster he will tire.” She raised her blade again.

Oh, I see… So that was all part of the plan too. Mia really was a big help.

With that, our battle was off to a promising start. If we kept up the pace, we might even be able to beat Hecatoncheires with room to spare. Mia was a huge asset, but as the fight continued, Treant’s Reaper Seeds would start to take effect. Hecatoncheires was slow and lacked the ability to land many lethal attacks. To take him down, we’d want to force him to retreat with Shadow Dance until he was out of MP. Treant’s unassuming Reaper Seeds were the perfect countermeasure.

After my first attempt to fight him, I’d suspected Treant’s Reaper Seeds would come in handy. But as I watched Hecatoncheires’s MP steadily decrease, I was realizing they were even more effective than I thought. If Treant had Legendary-rank stats, I could see it being able to take down Hecatoncheires on its own—that’s how significant its advantage was in this matchup.

On top of that, because Hecatoncheires lacked agility. He often chose to absorb his opponent’s attacks with his defenses, then retaliate by exploiting whatever opening was created by their attack. But Mia’s adept swordsmanship meant she had ample opportunities to strike Hecatoncheires without any risk of retaliation. If he tried to focus on countering her masterful movements, he’d create a massive opening for me to strike. However, countering Mia would be extremely difficult if he divided his attention between the two of us.

I circled around Hecatoncheires. Allo aimed, then unleashed another Dark Sphere.

As I slipped into his blind spot, I used Ideal Weapon to summon my Oneiros Mallet.

 

Oneiros Mallet: Value L (Legendary). Attack: +130. A giant hammer that glows with a faint blueish-purple light. Made from the bones of the Dream Dragon, who rules over the world of dreams. It is said that these mallets are used by angels to strike the drums of heaven. Any blow from this weapon instantly reduces the target’s physical resistance and defense.

 

My Oneiros Mallet’s unique effect allowed it to easily deal damage to even opponents with otherwise impenetrable defense. As I’d found out during my last attempt to fight him, it proved quite effective against Hecatoncheires. Using Dragon Mirror to transform my forepaws into hands to wield it would consume a bit more MP than I’d like, but the benefits of using the Oneiros Mallet still far outweighed the cost.

I slammed the Oneiros Mallet into Hecatoncheires with all my might, and he lunged at me, thrusting his greatsword out in a stab. I leapt into the air, dodging the blade by a hair’s breadth.

Using a weapon gave me a lot more reach. Hecatoncheires was clearly struggling to keep up with both me and Mia. Outside of his stats, I could detect in his movements some of the same raw talent that marked true swordsmen like Mia, Howgley, and Volk. But Hecatoncheires was both much larger and much slower than Mia—and when it came to swordsmanship, Mia reigned supreme.

When I’d fought him before, I felt like maybe some of his former skill as a swordsman had eroded the same way his memories had, and his very sense of self now threatened to disappear as well. He’d regained some of it when I called out to him with Telepathy during our last fight, unleashing a flurry of terrifyingly swift sword techniques, but his movements now lacked that same fluidity.

‹This might actually end up being a fight where we can keep some energy left in reserve…› I murmured. After all, who could say what was waiting for us inside that tower? I wouldn’t have been shocked to find a second Hecatoncheires inside. Sure, it was absurd, but the Divine Voice was the embodiment of absurd. It was all too easy to imagine it taking pleasure in watching me struggle to take another one of these guys on while my body was at its limit.

If I could finish this battle without exhausting all my energy, I wanted to. If any powerful monsters still lurked within that tower, or if we didn’t find any clues on how to leave Ngai Forest, all hope of getting Mia out before the Mad God overtook her would be lost. If I had some HP and MP in reserve after this, I’d be able to go on to the next fight without stopping to rest.

Mia lunged for Hecatoncheires again, swinging her sword. Hecatoncheires retreated backward to try and get her back in range of his own attack. Realizing he was completely focused on Mia, I circled around to Hecatoncheires’s blind spot and raised my Oneiros Mallet.

Mia’s blade sliced through empty air as Hecatoncheires vanished with Shadow Dance again. For a moment, I froze, confused. I’d assumed he was moving back to counterattack, but I was wrong. He’d used that maneuver as a bluff for Shadow Dance.

Hecatoncheires’s colossal body rematerialized right beneath my feet.

C-crap! He was only pretending to focus on Mia—his real target was me! 

The weight of my Oneiros Mallet in mid-swing made it impossible to turn and face Hecatoncheires. I thought of throwing it and using the recoil to escape, but using Ideal Weapon again would drain my MP like crazy—that was the last thing I need in a fight like this.

I flapped my wings hard, shot into the air, and blocked Hecatoncheires’s blade with my tail. His sword sliced through my scales and flesh, spraying blood through the air, and I hissed with agonizing pain. Fortunately, my tail was the best spot to take that attack; I could just use Regenerate to stop the bleeding, and then I’d be fine. The blow itself didn’t do much damage.

I used the impact from the sword blow to launch myself up and away, putting some distance between the two of us.

“There is no way to reserve energy against Hecatoncheires,” shouted Mia. “If either of us is forced to use MP to recover, the scales will tip even more in his favor! You cannot grasp the full scope of Hecatoncheires’s bottomless stats in the first half of the battle. It is only when you start scraping the very bottom of your MP reserves that you finally realize victory is unattainable. You were forced to retreat once before too. Stay alert and defend yourself against every one of his skills! Unless we fight with the mindset of handling whatever he throws at us, we may not be able to beat him! And if we fail here, it’s over for both of us!” 

Whoops… Did I say that stuff about holding back out loud? But, yeah, she was right. My resolve had definitely slipped a little. Things were going well now, but I couldn’t say we had a clear advantage. The moment either Mia or I could no longer hold our weight in this fight, we’d be in trouble.

Hecatoncheires was like a poison. We’d only grasp his terrifying nature once the pain had already set in—and by then, it’d already be too late. If that happened during this fight, whether Mia could stave off the effects of Mad God until we recovered enough to face him again would be up to sheer luck. And if the Mad God condition progressed, Mia would become our enemy. It’d pretty much be game over. 

We needed to get out of his range and regroup! And I had to be careful not to let him get any more surprise attacks against me with Shadow Dance—which was much easier said than done.

One split-second misjudgment, one mistake, would mean death. Hecatoncheires would use his stats and skills to drag this battle of attrition out as long as he could.

But that’s just how it was gonna be. I couldn’t afford to worry about what would happen after the battle ended. Right now, all I needed to do is fight!

A spike of sharp pain shot through my chest, shattering my scales and spraying blood.

“M-Master Dragon!” Allo wailed.

The blow had come from Hecatoncheires’s Dimension Slash.

I hadn’t been expecting another consecutive attack. It was a painful reminder that the only reason I’d fought so well until now was because Hecatoncheires’s focus had been on Mia all this time.

My colossal opponent was a master at bringing battles to a stalemate. I was naive to think I’d be able to avoid injury and consistently counter his attacks if he decided to target me instead. Holding back would only put me at risk of a flurry of Dimension Slashes.

Getting so far from Mia after that Shadow Dance had been a mistake. Maybe we should try to stick together more, rather than focusing on catching Hecatoncheires between us for a pincer attack…

I flew higher and moved toward the tower, trying to create some distance. Keeping a watchful eye on Hecatoncheires’s movements for any indications of Dimension Slash, I unleashed a round of Dimension Claws of my own.

Even if the attack hit, it wasn’t particularly effective, given Hecatoncheires’s vat of HP and the skill’s MP cost. But I figured it was better to poke at him a little than just retreat. This high in the air, Hecatoncheires would find it harder to return fire.

The Dimension Claws shredded the ground as Hecatoncheires disappeared with Shadow Dance again. Weird, I thought; that skill consumed a decent amount of MP. Why would he use it just to dodge a single swipe of Dimension Claws?

A moment later, I watched as Hecatoncheires’s shadow began to climb the tower’s wall, closing in on us. I realized he was probably coming all the way up here because he thought tiring me out first would be the best way to win this fight. 

‹What?! He can do that?!› I flapped my wings, flying higher. But this wasn’t a good sign. I’d been planning to wait for Mia to get back into the action and go back to our two-on-one fight, but if he chased us all the way into the sky, I’d be facing him on my own again. And if we got into a scuffle in midair, it’d be hard to pull him off me. If I messed up, I’d get slammed to the ground and end up in a fistfight—Hecatoncheires’s ideal scenario.

Hecatoncheires rematerialized, kicked off the tower, and lunged at me. He was using his High Jump skill! I’d had no idea it gave him this much mobility—he’d only used it defensively last time, so I never noticed!

‹Drop, you bastard!› I unleashed my Dimension Claws again, just as Hecatoncheires used Dimension Slash. The attacks collided in midair with a burst of sparks.

“Don’t worry! I’ve got this!” Allo called, swinging her arm down toward Hecatoncheires. A massive gust of wind flew from her fingertips as she used Gale, trying to throw his trajectory off course.

Nice! That’ll…oh.

I didn’t have time to finish the thought before Hecatoncheires swung his greatsword through the whirlwind, its blade now wrapped in glowing magic. The gust instantly dissipated into mist. I recognized the skill as one Volk had used before: Blade of Exorcism!

Oh man! We’ve gotta hit him first and take him to the ground!

Luckily, countering Allo’s magic had left Hecatoncheires open. While his sword was lowered, I was free to try and hit him with my Oneiros Mallet.

But he’ll probably recover before I get to him… No, wait! I just need a bit more reach!

“Graaaaaaaah!” I roared. I swung my Oneiros Mallet faster, then hurled it at Hecatoncheires from close range. Letting go of my Ideal Weapon would sacrifice a lot of MP, but it was better than getting into a midair brawl. And hopefully, it’d catch Hecatoncheires off guard.

But Hecatoncheires brought up the hilt of his greatsword to parry my mallet. Although the hammer still hit his waist, the blow wasn’t strong enough to knock him out of the air.

All right. Close combat it is, I suppose…! Fortunately, that should’ve at least shaken him up a little. I don’t have my reach advantage anymore, but I’ve gotta hold out somehow!

‹Master! Leave it to me! This may be my only chance to put my special combo to good use!› Treant shouted. It leapt from my back and flew between me and Hecatoncheires below us.

‹H-huh? Treant? What’re you doing?!›

A moment later, Treant released its tree spirit form. Suddenly, a tree nearly three times my size appeared in front of me and dropped straight down onto Hecatoncheires.

Hecatoncheires raised his sword and drove it straight up through Treant’s trunk—but Treant dropped toward the ground, Hecatoncheires pinned beneath it.
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“Treant…?!” Allo seemed equally as confused. But really, this may have been the perfect possible moment for Treant to pull that crazy stunt. I doubted Hecatoncheires had been expecting a giant tree to suddenly drop down on him from above, and even if he did, I doubted he had any way to counter it.

Originally, the plan had been to use Treant as a shield and distraction while Mia and I attacked. The main issue with this plan was using it at the right time. But this was the perfect moment. By attacking from above, Treant could put its enormous size and weight to good use and inflict a massive amount of damage.

‹Statue! Fire Sphere! Gravity!› Treant’s massive trunk instantly transformed into metal as it was enveloped in flames, then the black light of Gravity, accelerating his descent.

‹And last but not least, Meteor Stomp!›

Overwhelmed by Treant’s sheer size, Hecatoncheires fell helplessly to the ground. The pair landed with a resounding boom, creating a huge crater and sending dirt flying.

H-holy cow, Treant…! While Treant’s base attack stat was on the low side, Meteor Stomp was an immensely powerful skill. It had to have done some serious damage. Landing such a massive hit here gave us a huge advantage.

My Oneiros Mallet fell to the ground nearby, reverted into magic particles, and dissipated.

‹Master! I did it! I…›

When I remained silent, Treant frowned. ‹Hmm? No response?›

Treant’s confusion ended when it noticed one of the shadows along the ground starting to lengthen, taking on the shape of Hecatoncheires’s colossal form.

Yeah… I had a feeling that might happen.

At that moment, Mia shot toward Hecatoncheires at a blinding speed and stabbed her blade into his shoulder. Before he had the chance to turn, she swung again for a second strike. As his shoulder began to crumble, his many arms did as well.

“That was an excellent attack, Treant,” Mia called out, shooting Treant a smile. “Do not think of it as a failure. Our first priority in this battle is maintaining the advantage, while conserving my and Illusia’s MP. You protected Illusia from a nasty attack and forced Hecatoncheires to use his last resort, Shadow Dance, to get away. Well done.” 

‹R-really? You think so, Miss Mia?›

I agreed. Hecatoncheires’s Shadow Dance used too much MP for him to throw it around like it was nothing. If he’d thought he could tank the damage from Treant’s attack, he wouldn’t have chosen to use it. Hecatoncheires had used Shadow Dance to get up high enough to reach me and attack, only to be knocked back to the ground by Treant and forced to use Shadow Dance again to evade. This was no small achievement. Maybe Treant had gone a little overboard with the bravado, but still…

‹Great work, Treant!› I told it. ‹Let’s keep up the pressure!›

‹Y-yes, Master! Leave it to me! Just watch! I’ll stop Hecatoncheires’s every attack from here on out! Well…as much as I can, at least.›

Okay, okay… Now the bravado’s getting to be a bit much.

Despite Treant’s defense, it would definitely be tough to take Hecatoncheires down before it ran out of HP. Fortunately, with Hecatoncheires’s attack power being so low, Treant’s recovery skills should be able to keep up. I could also cast Hi-Rest on it at any time, and if Treant’s MP started getting low, it could just use Tree Spirit Transformation again and hop on my back to retreat.

It was awfully noble for Treant to declare it’d tank as many hits as it could take…but it didn’t have to go so far just to try and boost morale.

“Allo notwithstanding, I had my reservations about you, Treant. But you really do step it up when it counts.” Mia sounded impressed. 

S-so that’s how she felt, huh?

Between Mia, Treant, and me, we successfully managed to pin Hecatoncheires down. Treant would stay at the front to draw Hecatoncheires’s attacks. Then Mia, Allo, and I would strike all at once!

‹All right, Hecatoncheires! Now you must face me!› Treant thrust one of its armlike branches out and struck the air with a flourish.

But rather than face Treant head-on, Hecatoncheires circled around it, attempting to bypass it to get to me.

‹Wh-what?! Why?!›

Well…I probably should’ve expected that. Hecatoncheires wasn’t a fool. He knew perfectly well that facing off against Treant would leave him vulnerable to attacks from Mia and me.

‹I won’t tolerate being ignored!› Treant tilted its trunk and swung one of its massive branches down to smash Hecatoncheires.

Hecatoncheires didn’t even bother dodging. The branch slammed squarely into him, but inflicted no damage whatsoever. He simply pushed the branch aside with his many arms and continued forward without slowing down.

Treant’s mouth twisted into a frustrated grimace. But Treant blocking Hecatoncheires’s direct path gave Mia and me a perfect chance to rush in and attack together, and while he was focused on stepping around Treant, he was wide open.

I slammed my tail into Hecatoncheires’s back as Mia slashed at his stomach with her sword. Allo’s Dark Sphere followed close behind, striking true and bursting against his skin. Faced with this onslaught, Hecatoncheires’s form sank into the shadows once more.

Another Shadow Dance. We can do this…!

The intervals between each of Hecatoncheires’s Shadow Dances were getting shorter and shorter. With Treant on the field at last, Hecatoncheires now had much less space to maneuver, making his situation even less ideal.

I knew it. When Treant faced a good matchup, it was unbelievably strong.

Despite Mia’s recommendation, it’d felt way too risky to use Treant as a shield in the fight against the Xiangliu, a monster with high attack power. But this time, Treant had Allo, Mia, and me backing it up. Not even Hecatoncheires and his many arms could spare any attacks to deal with Treant.

I’d thought the battle would work out better this time than the last time. But I really hadn’t expected Treant to be such an effective shield. With its help, we clearly had the upper hand.

When Hecatoncheires emerged from the shadows again, Mia leapt at him from overhead. “If we can continue to restrict his movements, it will be easy to track him through his Shadow Dance,” she called. 

Hecatoncheires quickly brought his greatsword up to block. Their blades clashed in a flurry of sparks, once, twice—but on the third strike, Mia darted inside his arm and struck him with another blow.

‹Ideal Weapon!› I summoned another weapon from the ether and transformed my foreleg into an arm with Dragon Mirror. This time, the weapon I drew from the air wasn’t my Oneiros Mallet—it was a greatsword.

 

Oneiros Reisszahn: Value L (Legendary). Attack: +240. A greatsword that glows with a faint bluish-purple light. Made with a fang from the Dream Dragon, who rules over the world of dreams. It is said that anyone cut by this blade will lose their grip on reality and eventually be drawn into the dream world. Temporarily reduces opponent’s Illusion Resistance.

 

The Oneiros Mallet dealt slightly more base damage than the Reisszahn, but I’d chosen the Reisszahn because I had an idea.

As soon as the blade materialized, I thrust it at Hecatoncheires. He blocked the attack, our swords meeting with a clang. But in that moment one of Treant’s massive branches slammed down on Hecatoncheires.

‹Barkskin Armor!› Thin branches shot from Treant’s trunk and shot toward Hecatoncheires, binding his body tightly. ‹Gotcha!› Treant crowed.

It was only moments before Hecatoncheires sank into the shadows with another Shadow Dance. Treant had lost its target, but we’d yet again achieved our goal: draining Hecatoncheires’s MP bit by bit.

“Dark Sphere!” Allo shot a black orb at Hecatoncheires’s retreating silhouette. The orb pierced his shadow and exploded, revealing his form. A new crack appeared on his shoulder as several more arms vanished.

“Master Dragon, I think Shadow Dance only nullifies the effects of physical attacks!” shouted Allo. “Magic attacks like Dark Sphere can still hit him!” 

This thought had occurred to me too. Shadow Dance would be way too OP a skill if it nullified all incoming damage while Hecatoncheires was in the shadows. I knew there had to be some kind of weakness; I just hadn’t gotten the chance to test my theory out during the fight yet. But Allo’s quick thinking gave me the answer I was looking for.

Entering the shadows allowed Hecatoncheires to move at high speed, making it difficult to land direct magic attacks. But Allo had seemed to time it perfectly and struck just before Hecatoncheires’s shadow moved.

As soon as Hecatoncheires rematerialized, Mia struck him with a Shockwave, then followed up with a sword strike. I joined her, slashing from above with my Oneiros Reisszahn. Hecatoncheires leapt to the side, dodging Treant’s swinging branch and slashing dramatically up at it. Treant’s arm branch toppled from its trunk, sliced cleanly off.

‹Whoa! Treant?! You okay?!› 

‹Yes, this is nothing! I’m taking far fewer attacks than I thought I would; it’s almost unsettling. But I’ll keep the pressure on!›

‹Yeah, keep it up! Let’s trap him again and make him use Shadow Dance more!›

Treant seemed confident right now. I’d thought it would use Eternal Regrowth to cushion its guarding, then tap out once it ran out of MP, but it felt like it didn’t even need to.

Hecatoncheires simply didn’t have enough time to deal with all of our attacks. Although Treant was a continual nuisance, he couldn’t spare any moves to attack it.

Mia called over to me. “Illusia, it’s best not to create much distance between us. Hecatoncheires seems determined not to stray too far from the tower’s entrance. With Treant creating a distraction and limiting his movements, he’ll have no way to escape if we use a pincer attack.”

‹Got it!› I replied.

Mia and I took turns swinging our blades at Hecatoncheires, steadily chipping away chunks of his body. Trying to regain his posture, Hecatoncheires slipped back into the shadows—only for another of Allo’s Dark Spheres to blast through the shadows, scattering them and forcing Hecatoncheires to rematerialize. 

“I was waiting for you to try that again!” shouted Allo triumphant.

‹Nice work, Allo!› I swung my Oneiros Reisszahn in a wide arc. A pale blue, almost divine light radiated from the blade.

 

Normal Skill “Dark-Dispelling Flash.” Channels holy light into user’s sword to cut down one’s enemies. In the wake of this flash, all forms of deception will be rendered meaningless. The sword deals massive damage that ignores damage reduction from Resistance Skills, Special Skills, Normal Skills, and Status Conditions.

 

Dark-Dispelling Flash allowed me to ignore Hecatoncheires’s greatest strengths—his Physical Resistance and Halved Physical Damage skills—to deal massive damage. I’d been preparing this skill since before Hecatoncheires reappeared, certain Allo would manage to break through his Shadow Dance again.

‹Take this, Hecatoncheires!› My Dark-Dispelling Flash sliced through Hecatoncheires’s prone body in a burst of light. One of his massive arms shattered and dropped to the ground as my blade pierced his statue-like body, far deeper than any attack we’d landed in this battle thus far.

It worked! I’d hit Hecatoncheires with Dark-Dispelling Flash!

One-on-one, I never would’ve landed a blow that required such a long preparation time. But by breaking through his Shadow Dance, Allo made it possible.

 

Hecatoncheires

Species: Hecatoncheires

Status: Mad God

Lv: 140/140 (MAX)

HP: 6754/10000

MP: 7672/10000

 

Yes! That did way more damage than any other attack I’ve landed! As I thought, the resistance-ignoring qualities of Dark-Dispelling Flash made the skill a fearsome counter to Hecatoncheires’s defenses.

Although the light of Dark-Dispelling Flash had already dissipated from my Oneiros Reisszahn, I swung it around for a follow-up slash. Allo fired a handful of Dark Spheres at Hecatoncheires’s shattered limbs, while Mia darted gracefully around his body, landing a flurry of sword strikes. 

When I challenged Hecatoncheires on my own, I’d only managed to chip away about 20 percent of his MP. But we’d already knocked his MP down by 25 percent, and my MP was still nearly full. This fight was going remarkably well. Hecatoncheires didn’t seem like he had any tricky skills hidden up his sleeve or anything either. If we kept this up, we’d be able to beat him.

‹Th-that skill…mine…› Suddenly, I picked up the faintest of Telepathy messages from Hecatoncheires. Just like what happened last time. Was there still a trace of self-awareness lingering inside him…? But what did he mean, that skill was his?

I realized a moment later: Oh. Hecatoncheires is a former Hero. He must have had Dark-Dispelling Flash in his skills at one point too.

‹Why…why, do you…› Hecatoncheires trailed off, then went silent once more. He swung his greatsword, sending the retreating Mia flying, and blocked my blade.

Maybe the tiny remaining fragments of Hecatoncheires’s memory and identity still believed he had his Divine Skills…

After that, Hecatoncheires changed tactics, instead choosing to focus on attacking Treant. He swung his greatsword in broad strokes to keep Mia and I at bay, then leapt into the air with High Jump and darted around erratically to prevent us chasing him, striking Treant whenever he had an opening. He seemed to have concluded that ignoring Treant would put him at a steep disadvantage and wanted to take it out first.

Mia and I anticipated his movements, though, at times managing to pin him between us with pincer attacks to maintain our advantage.

‹Treant, you holding up okay?› I called. ‹If you get into trouble, transform back into a tree spirit and back off!› 

‹I’m fine!› Treant assured me. ‹With you two fighting him, Hecatoncheires can’t land many consecutive strikes on me either. Besides, I can always use Eternal Regrowth if I need to!›

‹All right, if you’re sure! But if you’re in danger, don’t forget you can just use Tree Spirit Transformation to retreat! Once you shrink down, I’ll put you in my mouth for safety!›

‹Is that…a threat to discourage me from retreating, Master?›

N-no? I thought that’d be the safest option… Clearly, Treant didn’t find that plan appealing.

Still, I found myself relieved that Hecatoncheires had decided to focus his attention on Treant. It probably didn’t feel great to keep on getting smashed by Treant’s branches while he was fending me and Mia off at the same time. But with Hecatoncheires targeting Treant, the two of us were free to pound him with everything in our arsenal. Either option worked in our favor, but focusing on Treant made his movements much easier to read and counter.

My blade, Mia’s blade, and Allo’s Dark Sphere tore into Hecatoncheires’s body. Although he regenerated his crumbling limbs almost instantly, doing that rapidly drained his MP.

Treant, realizing its attacks weren’t doing much damage in comparison, focused on instead restraining Hecatoncheires with various iterations of Barkskin Armor. When successful, it forced him to use Shadow Dance to escape. And if we saw Shadow Dance coming, Allo could cancel the skill with her Dark Spheres. No matter how much we attacked, Hecatoncheires showed no signs of fatigue. But still, I could see his MP steadily decreasing.

Allo’s Dark Sphere burst against Hecatoncheires just as he descended into shadows again, forcing him out of their relative safety.

“I did it, Master Dragon!”

‹Great job, Allo!› I leapt forward and sliced at Hecatoncheires with another Dark-Dispelling Flash.

 

Hecatoncheires

Species: Hecatoncheires

Status: Mad God

Lv: 140/140 (MAX)

HP: 3584/10000

MP: 1023/10000

 

There was no denying Hecatoncheires was an unbelievably tough opponent. But now, even he was nearing his end.

Hecatoncheires swung his blade at me in retaliation. I twisted my body to dodge, then leapt into the air.

‹Mia! He’s finally down to 10 percent of his max MP!› I called. She and I still had plenty of gas left in our tanks, and Treant still hadn’t used his Eternal Regrowth trump card. I could tell Allo was starting to tire, though, after firing off so many Dark Spheres at max strength. But she still hadn’t taken any damage significant enough for her to back off.

The early stages of this battle had been rife with uncertainty, but victory seemed to be in our sights. Treant’s MP-draining skill and interference ended up being far more effective than I ever expected.

“Then let’s finish this!” Mia kicked off the tower with Godspeed Flash, then ricocheted off Treant and landed just behind Hecatoncheires, sword raised. But before she could attack, Hecatoncheires spun around—already swinging his greatsword like he’d followed her erratic movements—and unleashed a Dimension Slash at her head.

Mia ducked her head to the side to dodge, but the move threw her off balance. Hecatoncheires seized the sudden opening, stepped forward, and swung his greatsword again. Mia braced her own blade between her hands like a shield to block the blow, barely managing to parry the immense force. 

“Hmph… Letting my guard down after speaking so arrogantly?” she tutted. “How careless of me.”

Hecatoncheires brought his massive foot up to kick Mia, hard. She slammed to the ground and tumbled away, leaving a deep groove in the earth. 

Hecatoncheires’s attack power ranked among the lowest I’d seen for a Legendary-rank monster, but it was still on par with other Legendary-ranks, not to mention Mia was extra fragile while she was in her human form. That blow had to have hurt.

What the heck? Hecatoncheires’s stats hadn’t changed, but he was operating on a whole different level all of a sudden!

Because Godspeed Flash prioritized speed over anything else, its users tended to become more predictable as time went on. But that was why Mia had vaulted from the tower and Treant to circle around behind Hecatoncheires. Even so, Hecatoncheires must have anticipated her movements—no, he definitely did. He knew where Mia was going to move, and he acted. Mia had called herself careless, but I could see that wasn’t it. The Hecatoncheires of a few minutes ago would’ve never been able to counter her lightning-fast movements this well. It was like a switch had suddenly flipped in his brain.

‹I-I…have a duty to uphold. I cannot…let myself be defeated…!›

Power and resolve emanated from Hecatoncheires, a hundred times more powerful than before. He raised his greatsword and advanced toward me. Rather than chasing Mia or getting rid of Treant, it seemed like this time, he was set on wiping me out first.

 

Part 3

 

RIGHT AS I THOUGHT we were about to beat him, Hecatoncheires was back and better than ever!

Along with a sliver of his own identity, it seemed like he was remembering some of his past experiences and abilities too. However, his MP was already down to 10 percent of his max.

‹Allo, Treant! Find a way to make an opening!› I instructed. Fighting Hecatoncheires head-on was way too dangerous now—and with Mia down for the count for the time being, we were out an ally. My only option was to make use of Allo and Treant to create an opportunity for me to strike.

“You got it!”

‹Leave it to us, Master!› 

Treant stepped between me and Hecatoncheires, raised a massive branch, and used Barkskin Armor to try and trap him. Hecatoncheires slid across the ground, then used Shadow Dance to slip into the shadows. Immediately, Allo shot a Dark Sphere at him to try and knock him out of it, but his shadow darted to the side to evade the orb.

Hitting Hecatoncheires at the start of his Shadow Dance was incredibly difficult to time right. Allo basically needed to predict when he was about to use it beforehand to ready the skill in time. But now Hecatoncheires’s awareness was heightened. He must have sensed Allo targeting him and chose to use it early—and by moving at a high speed before using it, he avoided Allo being able to target him the moment he activated the skill.

This Hecatoncheires was an entirely different creature than the one we’d faced until now, all the way down to his very movements and skill usage. But if I could just predict where he’d reappear again, I could keep up with his souped-up Shadow Dance movement speed.

I knew Hecatoncheires was targeting me. That meant he should show up somewhere he could reach me with a single High Jump. Directly below me…was that too obvious? Maybe I should unleash a big wave of Dimension Claws in a bunch of directions to hit whenever he leaves Shadow Dance? Hitting him would deal damage and break his momentum when he jumped, so…

But when Hecatoncheires reappeared, it wasn’t below my feet. 

Crap! I guessed wrong!

‹Ah, Master! Here! On my trunk!›

At its panicked shout, I looked over at Treant to see a massive shadow climbing up its trunk. It slipped through the Barkskin Armor cage Treant had set up and rematerialized on top of it, then immediately leapt off Treant with High Jump, headed straight for me.

‹That sword skill…I know it! You…you are the new Hero of this age!› Hecatoncheires sent me another telepathic message, this one filled with fierce determination.

‹If you can understand me, then surrender, Hecatoncheires! You’re finished!› I shouted back with Telepathy as I readied my Oneiros Reisszahn.

But Hecatoncheires offered no reply, nor did he show any sign of backing down. Allo waited for him to get a bit closer, then unleashed another Dark Sphere. The orb of black light surged toward Hecatoncheires. She’d timed it perfectly. If he countered with Blade of Exorcism, I could strike him as he swung his greatsword.

I readied my blade, but Hecatoncheires took the Dark Sphere head-on. It burst on his chest, creating an intricate web of cracks on the surface of his statue-like body. Ignoring the impact, Hecatoncheires carried on charging straight at me.

‹You don’t even care, huh?!› I swung my greatsword at Hecatoncheires, and he parried me with his own blade. He slid his greatsword over mine with a screech, reversing our positions, then bore down, forcing me to tilt forward as my blade dropped.

Crap! Challenging a master swordsman like Hecatoncheires to a sword battle was a mistake! I should’ve fought him with my hammer, or my bare claws, even!

‹You may not pass, new Hero!› Hecatoncheires thrust at my shoulder and stomach, piercing scales and tearing flesh. He charged at me like a battering ram, his many fists striking my jaw and chest with brutal force.

H-he’s so strong…! I couldn’t beat Hecatoncheires with attacks that relied on pure speed anymore!

‹But this’ll do the trick!› I smacked at him with a backhanded blow from my nondominant hand. For a second, I hoped I’d knock him to the ground, but as my fist connected, Hecatoncheires vanished again.

Huh? He shouldn’t be able to use Shadow Dance in midair…

Then a shadow crossed my vision, and I realized what had happened. Like he had with Treant earlier, Hecatoncheires used Shadow Dance to move up my body in shadow form and get the high ground!
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I spun around and swung my Oneiros Reisszahn in an upward strike. It collided with Hecatoncheires’s downward swing with a clang.

Wasn’t he worried about running out of MP?! Between ignoring Allo’s attacks and opting to use Shadow Dance to stay airborne and get the advantage, Hecatoncheires seemed hell-bent on taking me down, no matter the cost.

Still struggling against his blade, I kicked the flat side of my Oneiros Reisszahn up with my hind legs to shove Hecatoncheires up and away, then dropped to the ground. Rather than getting pinned in midair, I was better off down there, where Mia could provide backup.

When I landed, Mia lined up beside me. “Excellent call, Illusia.”

Hecatoncheires landed a moment later. He raised his greatsword, then charged straight for me.

“He’s gotten rather aggressive now that we’ve cornered him.” Mia smiled. “Let’s end this, shall we?” 

I nodded in agreement.

Hecatoncheires’s MP was running on empty, while we still had plenty left after gaining such a significant advantage in the first half of the battle. No matter how aggressive Hecatoncheires was now, I couldn’t imagine him depleting all of our HP.

As Hecatoncheires charged closer, Mia and I split off, darting to the right and left. Hecatoncheires veered toward me without hesitation and swung his greatsword in a wide arc.

“You make it almost too easy!” Mia’s razor-sharp blade sliced across Hecatoncheires’s back. But the titan ignored her and kept on advancing toward me.

I raised my sword to block his swing, but at the last moment, Hecatoncheires swiftly pulled his greatsword back and switched to a thrust.

Why was he so focused on me?! It seemed like Hecatoncheires was completely ignoring everyone else’s attacks in favor of relentlessly going after me. Maybe he was prioritizing me because I had Sacred Skills, and his job was to guard against people like me? But still, it was weird.

It’d seemed like he recognized I was the Hero of the newest generation earlier. Did he have some sort of grudge against me because of that or something?

Regardless, though, Hecatoncheires targeting me actually worked in our favor; it made it much easier for the others to land attacks without fear of retaliation.

‹No, I…I cannot fall!› Hecatoncheires cried. ‹Not yet! I have a duty to uphold!›

Our blades clashed in the air with a resounding clang. Despite my speed advantage, I felt like I was now constantly the one responding to his attacks, rather than the other way around. One wrong move and he’d slice me to pieces.

He was reading my sword patterns and movements. No—it wasn’t just that. I only had a limited set of ways to counter his sword skills. The fundamental difference between our sword skills was the reason I was always a step behind.

Hecatoncheires vanished into the shadows again, revealing Mia behind him, swinging at empty air. Then he reappeared at my side, away from Mia. 

“Do you intend to simply avoid me completely?!” Mia hissed, dashing toward Hecatoncheires at top speed. I didn’t know why he was being so stubborn, but Hecatoncheires was clearly abandoning all hope of victory in favor of attacking me. He wasn’t even in trouble, but he was wasting more MP on Shadow Dance to get away from Mia. What was his deal? If I just kept defending and waited for Mia to cover me, though, I was sure we should be able to take him down.

I slowly backed away, holding my Oneiros Reisszahn like a shield. At this point, I thought I might as well bring out my real shield, the Oneiros Flugel. If I did that and stuck by Treant, Hecatoncheires wouldn’t be able to lay a finger on me.

‹No, I cannot fall yet…! Not until I fulfill my final duty!› Hecatoncheires lunged at me. I began to back away toward Treant, as planned, but stopped midway to meet his blade with my own.

I struggled against the weight of his blade, pushing back as hard as I could.

‹Mia…stop!›

Mia, circling around Hecatoncheires’s flank, froze at my words. “What is it?”

‹Mia, Treant… Sorry, but I need you to fall back. You too, Allo. I know it sounds stupid. But Hecatoncheires is almost finished anyway. So please…let me finish him off.›

“Hmm… You seem confident. I trust you’ve thought this through,” Mia conceded. She slung her blade over her shoulder and stepped back.

This final duty Hecatoncheires kept talking about… I felt like I knew what it was.

I looked back at Allo. ‹Allo, please…›

“All right, Master Dragon. If you insist. But please don’t push yourself too hard.” Allo leapt from my shoulder, spread her black wings, and flew into the sky to distance herself from the fight.

I shoved my greatsword forward with all my strength, knocking Hecatoncheires back through the air. He landed a short distance away. For a moment we stood frozen, greatswords pointed at each other.

‹Come on, Hecatoncheires! Now it’s just you and me. Just like you wanted!›

‹Not yet… You may not pass…!›

Our swords clashed again. Hecatoncheires swiftly pulled back, leapt to the side, and thrust his blade at me. I tried to knock it away, but he dodged sideways and swung his blade across my ribs. My scales cracked, blood spattering.

Focus and move! I told myself. At this point, I’d survived countless vicious battles. Though I hadn’t been able to break past Howgley’s sword, the experience had taught me a valuable lesson: Brute force alone wouldn’t cut it.

Lilyxila had far surpassed me in combat skill as well. My battle with her had taught me to move deliberately, with purpose—if I didn’t, I’d never land a single hit. Through trial and error, I’d finally managed to defeat even her.

Now, I need to take every lesson I’ve ever learned and use them all to defeat Hecatoncheires!

I opened my eyes wide and studied my foe. More than anything, I needed to really see my enemy. Focus on things I’d overlooked until now. Watch how he moved, where his weaknesses lay.

I backed off, tearing through the air with Dimension Claws to try and create space. Hecatoncheires followed, maintaining the distance between us as he deflected my claw strike with his blade held vertically.

In that moment, I felt like I knew Hecatoncheires’s next move.

‹Now…!›

I swung my greatsword with one hand, aiming to slice at Hecatoncheires with it at the same moment my Dimension Claws did.

Hecatoncheires’s blade flashed through the air, striking the flat part of my blade right as I began to swing, before I could build up speed. Because I’d switched to using it one-handed so I could use Dimension Claws with my other, I couldn’t hold him off. I let go of my Oneiros Reisszahn.

‹Yes, indeed…you may not pass!› Hecatoncheires closed the distance between us. But before he could strike, I leapt into the air, flicked my Oneiros Reisszahn up with my tail, and snatched it above my head with my raised hand. I’d stretched out my tail at the beginning of this maneuver, aiming for this very moment.

My arm was already raised. All I had to do now was bring it down.

I channeled my magic, felt it swirl down my arm and into my blade as I used Dark-Dispelling Flash.

‹This ends here, Hecatoncheires!› I plunged my blade into the exposed cross-section of Hecatoncheires’s severed neck.

Hecatoncheires went still, then fell to the ground, limp. His blade slipped from his grasp—no, that wasn’t quite right. The hand gripping his blade fell from his wrist, dropping his greatsword to the ground with a clatter. But his hand still clutched the blade’s handle tightly.

‹You…may pass. You are strong. Surely, you will vanquish…that wicked voice, as you did me.› Hecatoncheires’s message was faint, but I understood it clearly. His final duty had been to ensure any Sacred Skill holder who came to Ngai Forest was strong enough to defeat him before they entered the tower.

The one who’d put Hecatoncheires in charge of guarding the tower was likely the Divine Voice. Our purposes aligned to a point: The Divine Voice wanted to create a monster stronger than itself to gain the authority to resurrect Fallen. But while I also wanted to get stronger than the Divine Voice, it was with the goal of outsmarting it and eventually defeating it.

Hecatoncheires, left here long ago by the Divine Voice and reduced to nothing but a disfigured statue with almost no self-awareness left, had waited here all this time for a monster who could defeat him. A monster who could then go on to exact revenge on the Divine Voice in his stead.

That was why Hecatoncheires didn’t kill his enemies. He just drove back anyone who challenged him if they weren’t strong enough to defeat him. He’d probably chosen to target me specifically because he couldn’t gauge my strength as an individual when I was fighting with a group.

‹Sorry for going against your wishes and ganging up on you as a group. We didn’t have time for a fair fight. But still…thank you, Hecatoncheires. I feel like I figured some things out, thanks to you. I’ll take that guy down. I promise.›

Cracks spread across Hecatoncheires’s entire body. His stone facade began to crumble to the ground. Beneath it, I glimpsed the faint outline of a huge, friendly looking man—a gentle giant. He wore armor resembling Hecatoncheires’s and carried a massive greatsword slung across his shoulder.

‹Thank you… Now I can rest at last. I leave the rest in your capable hands.› The giant smiled at me, and a chunk of his crumbling exterior fell across his face. When it dropped to the ground, he was gone.
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The Experience Points seemed split pretty evenly between us this time, but even so, I’d earned more than enough.

I turned my gaze from Hecatoncheires’s remains to the Skypiercing Spire. All that was left was to face what lay within.

Well, maybe I wouldn’t have to face anything. Maybe I just needed to brace myself for whatever was inside. The Divine Voice had put Hecatoncheires here as a guard to prevent those it sent to Ngai Forest from leaving if they didn’t level up enough to satisfy it. If that was the case, then we’d already fulfilled our purpose here.

Was whatever was lurking inside this tower the key to getting back to our world?

 

Part 4

 

BY DEFEATING HECATONCHEIRES, Allo had leveled up from Lv: 102/130 to Lv: 106/130, while Treant rose from Lv: 102/130 to Lv: 107/130.

So Treant got more levels? Allo had been the one attacking Hecatoncheires directly, but it seemed like Treant’s Reaper Seeds had made a huge difference…or maybe the world’s system recognized it for its persistence in blocking Hecatoncheires’s moves.

‹Ah, forgive me! I didn’t mean to overtake you again, Miss Allo…› Treant said, clenching its trunk nervously. Allo looked on with an expression that defied description.

I turned to Mia and bowed my head. ‹Sorry, Mia. I selfishly held back, and you suffered because of it.›

“Don’t trouble yourself over it; I managed. It was to an acceptable extent. Besides, I am happy to see my new accomplice grow. That last move—intentionally letting Hecatoncheires deflect your sword to catch him off guard—was excellent.” Mia flashed a smile and gave me a thumbs-up.

‹Ahh, yeah, I feel like I learned something too.› J-jeez, this was kind of embarrassing. It was nice to earn praise from someone I looked up to, though.

I looked back at Ngai Forest. ‹I feel like…not just Hecatoncheires, but every creature here is rooting for me to take down the Divine Voice. When I make it out of here, I’ll carry their hopes and expectations with me.›

By acquiring their Experience Points and combat experience, I’d inherited the proof of their lives. I can’t let it go to waste. If I ended up used, toyed with, and discarded by the Divine Voice, I’d never be able to face the monsters of Ngai Forest in the afterlife.

Mia fell silent, gazing at Hecatoncheires’s remains with a blank expression. She did that a lot, I’d noticed.

‹Uh, Mia…?›

“Ah, yes. I think so too.” Mia nodded, then turned toward the entrance of the tower. “Shall we go? That pitiful gargoyle is no more. But we still have no way of knowing what’s in store for us inside.”

‹Yeah…›

Fortunately, this battle had been much less taxing than I expected. I’d thought it’d be much closer, but Hecatoncheires had struggled against a group. Between Treant’s unexpectedly helpful participation, Allo figuring out the weakness in his Shadow Dance, and Hecatoncheires getting less efficient with his moves, we’d managed to retain about 80 percent of our MP.

Even if a second Hecatoncheires was waiting for us in the tower, I didn’t feel like we’d lose against him. Honestly, even if something even more dangerous showed up, I felt confident it wouldn’t pose much of a threat with Mia on our team.

Mia was a Legendary-rank, max-level monster with legendary swordsmanship skills to boot. She overwhelmed her equals and could even hold her own against enemies stronger than her. With her abilities, it didn’t surprise me to find out the rumors that she’d attempted to kill the Divine Voice three times were legit.

‹Well, I’m the sturdiest of the four of us, so I guess I’ll lead the way,› I said, bracing my front paws against the door to the tower.

‹In that case, Master, perhaps I could—›

‹You’re sturdy, Treant, but if something happened, you wouldn’t be able to react in time… You’d get attacked before you even had the chance to fly away.›

‹Ahh… Okay then…› Treant slumped its shoulders.

It must’ve thought this would be a good chance to show off its strength. But the door was only maybe ten meters wide… Treant couldn’t even fit through it in its World Treant form.

‹All right, I’m opening the door! Be ready for anything!› With everyone prepped, I pushed the tower’s door.

It didn’t budge.

Huh…? I pushed again, harder. But still, nothing. I could feel my friends’ stares boring holes into my back from behind me… Maybe…it was a pull door? I dug my claws into the wood of the door and tried to pull, but it still didn’t move.

“What’s wrong, Illusia? Don’t keep us in suspense now.”

I flinched. Mia hadn’t said anything judgmental, but it somehow felt like she was scolding me.

“Graaaaahh!” I roared, pounding the door with my front paws. Still, it remained as unmoving as ever.

‹Sorry, but I think…maybe this door is designed not to open.›

Allo and Treant visibly deflated at my words—less from disappointment, and more because they’d steeled themselves for whatever might come from inside the door, and that tension was now draining out of them. Mia, on the other hand, just stared at me, face utterly expressionless and still.

H-her eyes were so cold…!

Suddenly, she seemed to snap out of her reverie and forced a smile. “Ha ha ha… Perhaps you can’t open it because you haven’t met its conditions yet? Whatever the reason, it is a problem. It’s only a matter of time now before my Mad God transformation is complete. Maybe it’s just extra fortified so it won’t pop open easily? Let’s all try and attack it together.”

‹Y-yeah, maybe. Wouldn’t want it to open early from a missed attack during our battle or something.›

The four of us lined up in a row before the tower’s door. I gathered magic in my mouth and prepared to use Gravidon. My magic stat was higher than my attack stat; Hell Gate aside, this was my most powerful skill. 

‹Everyone ready? Let’s blow this door to smithereens!›

“Yes, Master Dragon!” Allo used Dark Kaleidoscope to split into three clones, who lined up together and gathered orbs of light in their hands to use Dark Sphere.

“Ready and waiting,” Mia replied, with her own Dark Sphere orb gathered at the tip of her blade. While she was more adept with a sword in combat, for a single, instantaneous burst of damage, this was the clear choice. 

‹O-one moment, Master!› Treant called. But its words fell on deaf ears as one of the Allos released her Dark Sphere early.

“Ack!” The three Allos cried out in unison. Panicking, the second one released her Dark Sphere, followed by the third.

Wh-why was one of Allo’s clones always a bit clumsier than the others?! What’s the deal, Dark Kaleidoscope?!

Well, might as well attack now, I guess. I sighed and fired my Gravidon at the door.

“Oh. W-we’re attacking? I can attack now?” Mia hesitated, but then fired her Dark Sphere as well.

Each of our attacks exploded against the massive door, sending black light and smoke billowing through the air. I covered my face with my front paws to try and shield my eyes from the impact.

‹Did it work…?›

When the light and smoke cleared, the door was still there, looking sturdy and unmoving as ever. There wasn’t even a scratch.

‹You gotta be kidding me… Is it protected by some kind of magic barrier or something? We’ve gotta find the key for this thing, and fast…›

Suddenly, a thick red beam burst from Treant’s mouth—a Heat Beam. When it touched the massive door, the door exploded, instantly blowing inward like a bomb had gone off.

We stared in stunned silence for a moment, mouths agape.

‹I…didn’t know my Heat Beam was so powerful…› Treant murmured, sounding shocked.

Well, I wasn’t sure about that… I thought it’d just finished the door off after all the damage we dealt before.

Either way, it seemed like we’d be able to avoid leaving Mia here to succumb to the Mad God condition after all.


Chapter 3:
Battle of the Skypiercing Spire

Part 1

 

AFTER THAT MINOR SETBACK, we finally entered the tower. Because Treant couldn’t fit through the door in its World Treant form, it shrank back down to its tree spirit size.

‹Well…looks like there aren’t any monsters in here, at least,› I said. ‹That’s a relief.›

The tower’s interior was as vast and spacious as its exterior suggested. It was large enough that even a full-size Treant could move around with ease. A massive spiral staircase wound its way around the inner wall. I looked up; the staircase seemed to stretch on forever.

‹This must connect Ngai Forest…›

“To the world outside, yes,” Mia interjected. “I can’t imagine the Divine Voice wanting to bring us anywhere else, at least. So it seems my guess was correct.” She sounded relieved.

Finally, we were leaving Ngai Forest. And in Mia, we’d gained a powerful ally along the way.

Back on our original world, we’d face four Spirit Servants summoned by the Divine Voice. I couldn’t handle them all on my own. And on top of that, I still hadn’t thought up a strategy for taking down the Divine Voice. I was truly grateful to have Mia as an ally.

‹Hey, Mia…there’s something I haven’t told you yet. Your companion, Umukahime…she’s still alive. She seemed to really care about you, but she was convinced you died a long time ago. When we get back to our world, you should go see her. I know we’ll have a lot to deal with before you get the chance, but still…›

Mia was probably correct that this tower connected to our original world. But as for where exactly in our original world we’d end up at the tower’s peak…I had no clue.

I didn’t know what had become of the Divine Voice’s Spirit Servants or my friends who were left behind either. When we got out of here, our first step was to gather information. But someday, I wanted Mia to reunite with Umukahime. I bet Volk would be happy to meet Mia too. They’d probably get along pretty well as fellow studiers of the blade… He’d even inherited Mia’s beloved sword, the Lifesteal Laevateinn. 

Yeah…there was no way Volk wouldn’t be completely taken by her. I was kinda looking forward to seeing how he reacted.

‹Mia…?› I’d thought that was a pretty crazy bit of information I’d just revealed. But Mia wasn’t responding. I looked back at the blonde woman. Her head was tilted back, staring up at the dizzying spiral staircase with narrowed eyes.

“Interesting… So the tower’s empty after all. Hecatoncheires was its only defender. Well, I suppose this is it, then. If we are returning to our world, there is no need to rush about and worry about the Mad God condition any longer. I can now finish what I’ve put off all this time.” With that, Mia took the Black Fly Sword from her back.

‹H-huh…? Mia? What’s up?›

Mia swung her blade over her head and leapt diagonally into the air above me. Her movements caught me off guard; without the focus of the heat of battle, she was far too fast for me to track. It almost seemed like she teleported, but I knew this was her signature skill, Godspeed Flash.

Mia pointed her blade at me.

‹Wh-what the heck?! What’re you doing?!› I brought up both of my forelegs to guard.

“Echo Blade.” Mia’s blade blurred, then split into two. The first slashed at my forelegs; then, with my guard broken, the second sliced through my chest.

I slashed at Mia with my claws in retaliation, but she brought her blade up to block them.

Suddenly, Allo’s Gale whipped toward Mia. “Get away from Master Dragon!”

Mia leapt backward to evade and dropped to the floor.

Allo, realizing none of her attacks would hit Mia right now, lowered her arm. 

“Hmph. I was hoping to do a bit more damage with a surprise attack, but I suppose that’s to be expected, with the difference in our numbers. Impressively alert, that Allo of yours is.”

‹Wh-what’s the matter with you?! I-Is the Mad God condition taking over?!›

“What’s the matter, you ask? An interesting question. I thought perhaps you were simply pretending not to notice. But you had no clue, did you? Is it pureheartedness, thoughtlessness, or sheer stupidity keeping you so blind to the truth? From what you’ve told me of your trials, this generation seems far milder than the ones before it, so perhaps you simply don’t know any better. It must be, if a fool like you managed to survive this long, Illusia.”

What? Was Mia on the Divine Voice’s side…? No, there was no way. She was the one person who should resent the Divine Voice the most…

Suddenly, something clicked in my mind. 

Hecatoncheires, who’d seemed impenetrable no matter how hard I tried. And then I’d just happened to come across another Sacred Skill user in Ngai Forest with a fifth, unknown Sacred Skill in her possession. 

I’d wondered before if Ngai Forest held the means for me to remove my evolutionary limit. Between Hecatoncheires, the Origin Matter, and Mia’s sudden appearance, the thought had slipped from my mind. But I’d already found the means to remove my evolutionary limit: Mia’s Hell Realm Path.

Why hadn’t I realized that sooner? Well, honestly…maybe I was avoiding even thinking about it because I didn’t want to consider fighting Mia.

‹You…you’re joking, right? After working together all this time…›

“Yes, well, with the threat of the Mad God condition looming over my head, I needed to get out of here quickly. It would be foolish for me to reject any assistance I could get, any boost to my combat strength. I no longer have the luxury of evolving or leveling up. Taking the gamble of diving into the Origin Matter was the right call. It allowed me to come face-to-face with a monster wielding four Sacred Skills who helped me take down that pesky Hecatoncheires. With your power, I was able to challenge him once more.”

I couldn’t think straight. I struggled to make sense of what Mia was saying amid the jumbled mess of thoughts and emotions racing through my mind.

“And by playing the friendly heroine down on her luck, I had you all eating out of my hand in no time,” Mia added with a chuckle. “Saint Lumira taught me that particular lesson the hard way, but it really is effective.”

Scenes from the past few days floated through my mind. Discussing fighting techniques with Mia, Treant, and Allo, laughing together as we ate the Xiangliu skewers… All of it…was a lie? I studied Mia’s face carefully. She stared back with cold, expressionless eyes, eyes I’d caught glimpses of when she thought I wasn’t looking. They now seemed all too familiar.

“Master Dragon!” Allo stood in front of me and glared at Mia. “We’re not getting out of this without a fight!” 

“May I ask that Allo and Treant stand down?” Mia said. “They won’t be any use to you in battle anyway. I have the greatest respect for you, Illusia. It’s not as though I enjoy the thought of killing you either. I have simply…become accustomed to ruthlessness.” She stretched her hand out toward Allo. “Besides, it is not ideal for me to take on all four of the Divine Voice’s Spirit Servants alone. Really, it’s not as though our goals are conflicting. I simply want to free the world from the Divine Voice’s reign. How about it? If you don’t interfere in this fight, I will let you go. Even without Illusia, you still wish to return to your world and ensure your comrades throughout the world are safe, correct?”

I didn’t know if I’d be able to protect Allo and Treant during this fight. If I died here, Volk and Atlach-Nacha were goners. But Allo and Treant were A+ classes now. They should be able to find them and keep them safe. 

‹I refuse!› shouted Treant. ‹I intend to return to our world with Master and Miss Allo! And save everyone! Together! I won’t accept anything less!› 

Allo tightened her lips and glared at Mia. “You don’t have to agree to her request, Master Dragon! We’re here for you!”

‹Allo, Treant…› I really did have the best friends. They’d come this far for me, done this much. There was no reason for me to disregard their wishes now.

“Oh? Very well. It’s a shame, really; I’ve actually grown quite fond of you three. I wasn’t expecting to have to slaughter you all.” Mia swung her Black Fly Sword down at the floor. It crumbled under the force, cracking in all different directions. The tower trembled around us.

Honestly, I still couldn’t wrap my mind around all this. It was so sudden. I just couldn’t find it in myself to feel any trace of enthusiasm for this fight.

It wasn’t just about the few days we’d spent with Mia. She had her own goal, her own convictions and resolve to aid her in achieving it. Was that really something I had the right to jeopardize?

But I couldn’t hesitate. Mia wasn’t the kind of enemy I could beat if my mind was clouded with doubt. Besides, this fight was about more than just me—it was about Allo, Treant, and the safety of the friends we’d left behind in our world.

‹Mia…I know your past was brutal and traumatic. I get why you want to defeat the Divine Voice at any cost, and why you can’t trust someone like me to fulfill that goal in your stead. But…my friends and I are the ones going back to our world. Not you!›

“There is nothing more infuriating than someone talking down to me as if they know anything of the trials I’ve endured, Illusia.”

 

Part 2

 

MIA RAISED HER Black Fly Sword and looked at us with eyes like blank, soulless vacuums. But the corners of her mouth curved up in a slightly smug smile.

Allo and Treant stiffened. I was pretty sure my face mirrored theirs.

Mia was strong. There was no doubt about that. Her high stats were part of it, but more than that, her skill application and abilities were on a completely different level than my own.

Once again, I checked her status.

 

Mia Mitrenia

Species: Thanatos

Status: Mad God (Minor), Cursed, Human Transformation Lv MAX

Lv: 150/150 (MAX)

HP: 3333/6666

MP: 4321/4444

Attack: 2222 (4444) +444

Defense: 1106 (2212)

Magic: 4444

Agility: 3320

Rank: L (Legendary)

Equipment:

Weapon: Black Fly Sword: L+

Sacred Skills:

Hell Realm Path: Lv —

Special Skills:

Grecian Language: Lv 8

Undead: Lv —

Unbreakable Skin: Lv MAX

Body Morph: Lv MAX

Privilege of the Dead: Lv —

Underworld Mirror: Lv —

Automatic HP Recovery: Lv MAX

Automatic MP Recovery: Lv MAX

Tentacles: Lv MAX

Fly: Lv MAX

Reaper’s Aura: Lv —

Dark Type: Lv —

Wicked Dragon: Lv —

Psychic Sense: Lv MAX

Mage: Lv MAX

Swordsman: Lv MAX

Undercover: Lv MAX

Instant Death Gaze: Lv MAX

Fearsome Gaze: Lv MAX

Master’s Demonic Gaze: Lv MAX

Enchanting Gaze: Lv MAX

Evil Eye: Lv MAX

Mad God: Lv —

Resistance Skills:

Physical Resistance: Lv MAX

Magic Resistance: Lv MAX

Debuff Immunity: Lv —

Dark Immunity: Lv —

Light Resistance: Lv MAX

Normal Skills:

Shockwave: Lv MAX

Echo Blade: Lv MAX

Godspeed Flash: Lv MAX

Floating Form: Lv MAX

Hollow Moon: Lv MAX

Blade of Exorcism: Lv MAX

Hi-Rest: Lv MAX

Holy Sphere: Lv MAX

Dimension: Lv MAX

Clay: Lv MAX

Alchemy: Lv MAX

Venom Fangs: Lv MAX

Scorching Breath: Lv MAX

Diseased Breath: Lv MAX

Human Transformation: Lv MAX

Regenerate: Lv MAX

Death: Lv MAX

Telepathy: Lv MAX

Dark Sphere: Lv MAX

Fake Life: Lv MAX

Dark Rest: Lv MAX

Decaying Breath: Lv MAX

Filthy Tongue: Lv MAX

Life Drain: Lv MAX

Detachment Beast: Lv MAX

Hi-Slow: Lv MAX

Eclipse: Lv MAX

Title Skills:

Final Evolution: Lv —

Former Saint: Lv —

Former Demon King: Lv —

Stalwart: Lv MAX

Tenacious: Lv MAX

Giant Killer: Lv MAX

Martial God: Lv MAX

Laplace Authority Interference: Lv 2

Reaper: Lv —

 

It seemed like Mia still planned to remain in human form for this fight. She mentioned preferring it during the Xiangliu battle, at least… Some of her stats being halved was a blessing for my own mental state. If she planned to fight with the same tactics she used before, I knew which skills I’d need to look out for: Godspeed Flash, which made her already swift movements even faster; Echo Blade, which created echoes of her sword’s slices to make her skilled techniques even more complex and powerful; and Hollow Moon, which converted an attack’s impact into kinetic energy to negate damage. Those three skills in particular were the ones I had to be wary about. Even a moment of weakness might mean being overwhelmed by a flurry of Echo Blade strikes or a Hollow Moon counterattack, which could wipe me out in the blink of an eye.

Thankfully, that also meant those three skills were the only ones I needed to worry about defending against. Mia shouldn’t have time to fire any long-range magic skills if I stayed close to her. Even if she did use them, they’d be much easier to deal with than any of her sword techniques.

‹Allo, Treant, you’re on support duty! Allo, your Dark Kaleidoscope drains too much MP. Don’t attack at full power, and conserve your MP while you’re moving! And watch out for Mia’s Dark Immunity!›

“Got it!”

‹Treant, stay in your tree spirit form for now. Mia’s way too strong to fight full-sized.›

‹Understood, Master!›

Treant’s endurance rivaled that of Legendary-ranks when paired with its skills; it was better than mine, even. But Mia’s continuous flurry of sword attacks would be far too much for it to handle. Its exceptional endurance stemmed from its ability to forego evasive maneuvers and purely tank enemy attacks. While not a bad option in some situations, it wasn’t a choice to be made lightly.

“You possess Dark-Dispelling Flash, don’t you? It was my signature skill, so facing it now feels rather surreal.” Mia’s voice was flat and emotionless, holding no trace of nostalgia for the past. With her Black Fly Sword in her left hand, she touched her neck with her right. “And you have Sacrifice as well, correct? That may be the most difficult to deal with. I ought to think up a way to counter it.”

‹Mia, you—›

The next moment, Mia’s sword arm moved in a blur. Two black slashes flew toward me with frightening speed, a combo of Shockwave and Echo Blade.

So that was how she’s going to play this, huh? Distract me with her words, then attack when I least expected it! So how could I counter her? With my claws? No, that wouldn’t work. There was no way Mia was stopping with a single attack.

I’d studied this tactic extensively before too. I knew her intent here. With Shockwave, she wanted to throw me off balance for a follow-up strike. I thought back to Mia’s actions during our fights with the Xiangliu and Hecatoncheires.

I got it… I could see Mia’s setup! I’d been on the brink of death in fights plenty of times before too!

I flicked the ground with my tail to leap into the air, dodging the two Shockwaves, then swung my claws.

Here! Mia will show up…right here!

“Grooooooooh!” With a roar, I caught Mia with the tip of my swinging foreleg as she darted at me with the lightning-fast movement of Godspeed Flash. It was intimidatingly fast, but she could only move in straight lines with Godspeed Flash—it made her movements predictable. 

Mia blocked my claws with her blade, but the impact still slammed her back to the ground.

I…I did it. I got her! I can handle Mia’s swordplay!

Sure, I’d gotten lucky. But being able to knock her down while she was moving at top speed was still huge.

I immediately unleashed my Dimension Claws down at her. I couldn’t let up! As soon as I got the slightest advantage, I had to just keep attacking with everything I had!

“Floating Form.” Right as I thought Mia would tumble to the ground, though, she looked up at me again and leapt toward me at terrifying speed. She deflected my Dimension Claws effortlessly with her blade, then slipped past my hastily swung forelegs, accelerating all the while.

Her blade slashed through my chest.

Sh-she cut me!

Enduring the searing pain, I flailed wildly with my forelegs. Mia had landed on the tip of my claws; when I raised them, she leapt backward into the air. With flawless precision, she kicked off the wall behind her and shot toward me again, aiming for my head.

I-I can’t block in time…! Panicked, I ducked my head and swung my forelegs out in front of me.

Mia’s blade cut me just above my left eye, slicing deep into scales and skin, sending pain reverberating through my skull. Blood dripped from the wound and into my eye, obscuring my vision.

“Graaaah!” I swung my claws at Mia’s blurry form, but missed completely.

What the hell had I been celebrating? Blocking a single attack? What a joke! Luck wouldn’t save me here. I needed to be able to hold my own against Mia, or I was dead…!

The next moment, Mia vanished from my sight. Squinting through the blood dripping into my left eye, I swung my claws, listening desperately for the sound of her blade slicing through the air.

“Sorry, but this is the end for you, Illusia.” When I spotted Mia again, her arm was moving, blurring with another Echo Blade. It flashed toward me, aiming for my neck. I brought my foreleg around to try and swing at Mia, but I reacted too late.

“Gale!” Allo’s voice rang out three times in near unison, echoing around the tower. Three whirlwinds appeared in the air before me, lined up like a defensive wall.

Light flashed on Mia’s blade as she used Blade of Exorcism. With one slash, she shattered through Allo’s wind barrier. But Allo’s interruption had given me a perfect opening.

I thrust forward with my claws just as Mia swung her blade. She kicked off my claws and dropped to the floor.

Crap! Missed her again!

Still, I was lucky I’d managed to block that attack. If Allo hadn’t backed me up, I would’ve been in trouble. Taking that Echo Blade straight through the neck could’ve finished me off.

Allo—now with two clones, thanks to Dark Kaleidoscope—flew past my shoulder with a few flaps of her black wings.

‹Allo…! You totally saved my butt back there, but I told you, you’ll run out of MP way too fast if you keep using your clones! Call ’em off!›

Allo shook her head. “I know you’re saying that because you’re worried about me, but I also know we can’t afford to hold back against Mia.”

‹Th-that’s true, but…› If Allo kept using Dark Kaleidoscope, she wouldn’t have enough MP to use any skills later on.

It was essential to keep our strength up against Mia. If Allo or Treant were incapacitated, Mia would no longer have to worry about them interfering and could go on full offense, at which point I’d be completely screwed. That’s why I wanted them to hold back for now. But Allo was right—Mia wasn’t an enemy we could defeat if held back.

Allo, as a Walpurgis, was a being made from magic itself. For her, losing MP was the same thing as losing HP. That felt like a legitimate reason to ask her to limit her skill usage.

“Please, Master Dragon, let me put my life on the line more too. I can’t cast spells from the rear while I watch you risk your life for us just because I’m scared of losing HP.”

‹Allo…›

“I’ve done so much! I evolved into Walpurgis, leveled up a ton, and watched my stats skyrocket as well. I’m strong enough now that I can do some serious damage to Mia while she’s in her human form! I can’t just sit back and let you protect me anymore!”

‹All right, understood! No more holding back—let’s hit Mia with everything we’ve got! It’ll be tough to land a direct hit on her, but you can use your area of effect attacks to block her path! That’ll make it a lot easier to read her movements!›

“You got it!”

With a flutter of wings, Treant landed on my shoulder. ‹I won’t let Miss Allo be the only one showing off! I’ll serve you to the very end, Master!›

‹Treant…!›

“Hmph. A shame…” Mia raised her Black Fly Sword and glared at the three of us. “I could have easily handled things if you two stuck to peppering me with minor magic from a distance. But now it seems I have no choice but to slaughter you all. Don’t think badly of me for this. It’s for the sake of the entire world.”

Treant quaked with fear on my shoulder, but when it saw the three Allos glaring right back at Mia, refusing to be intimidated by her cold gaze, it puffed out its chest. ‹I’ll protect you, Master!›

Treant’s form began to grow and spread, roots curling around my body, as it used Barkskin Armor. A moment later, the entire left half of my body was covered in thick, dense roots.

Mia’s attacks were lethal. One mistake could cost me all my health. But with Treant protecting me, it would be much easier to maneuver without exposing any weaknesses for Mia to exploit. Naturally, its armor would only last as long as it still had HP and MP left, so we needed to move fast. We were betting everything on this being a short, vicious battle so we could take Mia down before Allo and Treant ran out of juice.

‹Thanks, Treant!› I used Ideal Weapon and changed my forelegs into arms with Dragon Mirror. It felt dangerous to challenge a swordswoman like Mia with another sword, but I just didn’t have the reach I needed with my bare claws.

A familiar greatsword with a blueish-purple hue appeared in my hands.

 

Oneiros Reisszahn: Value L (Legendary). Attack: +240. A greatsword that glows with a faint bluish-purple light. Made with a fang from the Dream Dragon, who rules over the world of dreams. It is said that anyone cut by this blade will lose their grip on reality and eventually be drawn into the dream world. Temporarily reduces opponent’s Illusion Resistance.

 

With that, we were ready. The three Allos beat their wings above me, waiting for my signal. Treant looked at me from my shoulder, its eyes steeled with resolve.

‹All right! Allo, Treant, let’s do this!›

“Strength in numbers will mean less than nothing against the Divine Voice,” Mia said, almost pityingly, as she leapt from the floor and shot toward us.

She swung her blade in a sweeping arc as she flew through the air. Multiple black Shockwaves erupted from its edge. Some were combined with her Echo Blades, but most were pure Shockwaves, flying out in a sweeping arc that encapsulated almost the entire area. 

‹Whoa! What a crazy attack!› It wasn’t like I underestimated Mia, but assuming her long-range magic attacks were limited in their use was a huge mistake. With her ultra-fast sword techniques, Mia could unleash all kinds of different Shockwave attacks.

I parried the black waves with my Treant arm, then slashed at the air with another Dimension Claws.

Mia watched my hands carefully, then twisted her body to dodge the attack with ease. I didn’t think her attacks would hit me either, but if she kept firing Shockwave after Shockwave at me, I knew one would hit eventually.

“Gyaaaah!” One of the Allos screeched as a Shockwave struck her, tearing her body to shreds. The pieces turned gray and ashen, then transformed into a mass of black light.

‹Allo!› I shouted, worried.

“I’m fine! I put one of the clones in front!”

The black light danced through the air toward Allo, then phased into her chest as she reabsorbed it.

‹Stay close to me! It’s too risky to fly around right now! Stay on me as much as possible!› I instructed.

The Allo at the edge of my vision nodded, then swooped toward me. Both Allos landed on my shoulders at the same time and extended their hands toward the floor.

“Clay!” Magic light flared up in Mia’s path.

“Too slow.” Mia shifted her blade, adjusting her stance, and immediately gained a surge of speed from Godspeed Flash. A moment later, a large clay spike shot up from the floor where she’d just been standing.

Mia’s movements held no trace of hesitation. She timed her skill’s activation perfectly. Her combat skills far exceeded mine; after witnessing tens of thousands of skill activations, she probably knew their activation times by heart. But if I could pinpoint her activation time for Godspeed Flash, I could overcome this otherwise-undefeatable technique!

I fell back, watching Mia carefully, drawing on all my past experiences to predict her next strike. Then I swung my greatsword. 

After my battle with Lilyxila, I’d finally felt like I touched the world of swordsmanship that Volk and the others dedicated their lives to. During the fight with Hecatoncheires, that world began to take on a more concrete form inside me. And when I’d deflected Mia’s Godspeed Flash, I felt like I finally grasped it.

Even if I couldn’t follow her movements with my eyes, I knew what was coming, and where. As she closed in on me, I could see Mia’s trajectory clearly.

“Graaaaaaaaaaah!” With a roar, I slashed my blade. But Mia stopped right outside its reach. No! I was right! Mia must’ve seen it coming!

“Impressive. I doubted you, but it seems like you anticipated my attack. Still, I am far beyond your ability.” Mia swung her blade at me. After missing that slash, I was exposed and vulnerable.

No matter what I did, I was no match for Mia, either in skill or determination. Maybe Mia really was the better choice to return home and face the Divine Voice, instead of me. But I had Allo and Treant to worry about. I couldn’t let them down and hand my Sacred Skills over to Mia, not after they’d risked their lives for me all this time.

After all, it was thanks to them that I even had a chance against Mia.

I leaned to the side, catching Mia’s blow with Treant’s roots. 

‹Gravity Compressiooon!› Treant cried. Its roots instantly compressed, hardening even more than before. The roots blocked Mia’s blade for a second, but then she sliced through them and slashed at my body. Thankfully, it was only a shallow cut.

“Hmph. I see. That will be more troublesome than I thought…”

‹Wood Counter!› Treant shouted. Its nearby tree roots unraveled, then closed in on Mia with incredible speed, channeling the force of Mia’s blow.

“Yes, this really is troublesome…”

‹I am honored to receive such high praise, Miss Mia!›

“Floating Form.” Mia twisted her body and leapt into the air to evade the roots. But she let a few graze her flesh, then used the momentum of the blow to break away from me.

“Gale!” Allo called. Two whirlwinds appeared behind Mia like a wall, blocking her path.

Even with Mia’s divinely fast movements, if we bombarded her with a barrage of area attacks and cut off all her escape routes, she wouldn’t be able to get away unscathed.

I sliced out with my greatsword, hoping to cut off her escape, and Mia parried my blade with her own.

“Hollow Moon.” As soon as the words left her lips, Mia vanished. I looked around to see her a fair distance away.

Crap! She’d escaped!

Hollow Moon was a skill that converted an attack blow into kinetic energy, minimizing damage taken. When we fought the Xiangliu, she’d absorbed the blow with her body to activate it, but this time, it was a sword slash instead of a strike. She probably needed to block it with her sword to activate the skill. 

“Hmm…” Mia glanced at her left shoulder. The fabric of her shirt had been torn away, revealing a gash in her skin. No blood flowed from the wound—she was an undead monster, after all—but it had taken a sizable chunk of flesh with it.

“It’s a shallow cut…but still, I hit her!” Allo exclaimed.

When Mia used Hollow Moon, she hadn’t been able to dodge Allo’s two Gales, and she’d been hit. Mia’s left shoulder began to mend itself immediately, but just having landed a hit on her was huge.

We can do this…! If we all worked together, we could take Mia down!

I closed in on Mia and unleashed a Dimension Claw with my left hand while readying the greatsword gripped in my right. Dimension Claws wouldn’t do much against Mia; their purpose was to trap her and prevent her from moving freely. I didn’t want to give her the chance to send out another barrage of Shockwaves and Echo Blades.

The key to defeating Mia was getting clearer. My best option was to limit her movement with Dimension Claws while Allo fired off triple magic area attacks. And with Treant’s Barkskin Armor and Wood Counter, Mia’s options for attacking were severely limited. With all of this combined, even a clumsy guy like me had a chance to outmaneuver Mia and land a winning blow.

“Gale!” Allo—split back into three—summoned three whirlwinds around Mia. Mia darted through the opening between the two of them closest to me, then unleashed another double Shockwave.

‹Sorry, Treant! Hang in there!›

‹U-understood!›

I pulled Treant’s armored form up to block. The black shockwaves shattered through it, snapping tree roots and slicing into my flesh. I gritted my teeth through the stinging pain and swung my greatsword.

Mia darted past my blade. I thrust out my left arm, clad in Treant’s Barkskin Armor, hoping to knock her away from me. She didn’t even move to block with her sword; she let my punch hit her squarely on the chest. As soon as the attack landed, I knew what was coming next.

She was about to use Hollow Moon!

Mia’s blade flew toward my shoulder at terrifying speed. It sliced through my Barkskin Armor with ease and tore into my scales and flesh. I felt my bones snap from the blunt force.

I couldn’t compete with her blade when it was enhanced with Hollow Moon! It was way too fast for me to parry, and it could cut through Treant’s armor! Even when she used Hollow Moon against a slash, she shouldn’t have been able to instantly channel the power into her blade and counterattack—she had to block the attack with her sword first!

“Did you…pull back at the last moment?” Mia murmured. “That counter did not pack as much of a punch as I expected.”

But this time, making Mia use Hollow Moon had worked to our advantage. Whether it was because the attack was less powerful than she thought, or because she’d misjudged the sturdiness of Treant’s Barkskin Armor, Mia’s Black Fly Sword had sliced into my shoulder and then stopped, stuck.

I tensed my shoulder muscles, then focused all my Regeneration power into my shoulder to prevent Mia from pulling her blade out.

‹I won’t let you get away!› Treant shouted, and used Wood Counter. Thick roots shot out toward Mia at incredible speed. She twisted her body to dodge them, but one root pierced her side, and another wrapped around her ankle. 

I let go of my greatsword and used Dimension Claws to lash at her with my right hand. Mia just barely managed to tear her blade from my skin in time to partially block the blow, but my claws still gouged into her waist and elbow. The cuts were deep, but I didn’t sever her arm. 

Mia’s body shot backward in a flash—she used Hollow Moon on my claw attacks to retreat.

“Gale!” Two of Allo’s windstorms chased after the fleeing Mia. Despite being airborne, though, Mia twisted her body, using the weight of her Black Fly Sword to adjust her trajectory, and successfully evaded them. Even against our overwhelming advantage in attack power and numbers, she demonstrated flawless precision with every movement, skillfully maneuvering to minimize damage whenever possible.

Mia seemed to be aiming to land near the wall. I picked up my Oneiros Reisszahn with my right hand while firing a Dimension claw toward the wall with my left. But Mia didn’t go all the way to the wall; she landed far closer, on the spike of Clay that Allo had attacked her with earlier.

‹C-crap…!› I wasn’t expecting Mia to stay in striking distance!

It looked like she was going to leap off the needle of Clay and launch an attack. I wouldn’t be able to fully counter it in my injured state. All I could do was retreat and protect my head and chest.

But then…the image of Allo’s last Gale attack crossed my mind. Wait… There were three Allos, but there were only two Gales. What was the last Allo doing…?

I dropped my guard, swiftly raised my greatsword, and closed in on Mia. There was a reason she wasn’t leaping from the Clay spike to attack me; long, spindly clay arms had stretched out from the spike, trying to grab at her legs. Mia deftly dodged out of the way and landed, but she couldn’t get back into the air and launch a surprise attack with the arms in the way.

This was Allo’s skill, Lingering Rope, which allowed her to freely extend clay arms from any source of earth. While the tower had a marble floor, Allo used the earth generated by her own Clay skill to make the arms. She guided Mia’s trajectory with Gale, assuming Mia would choose to use the Clay spike as a foothold to throw me off guard.

‹Great work, Allo!› I called with Telepathy as I approached Mia, gathering magic in my mouth.

If I attacked her with my greatsword, she’d simply use Hollow Moon to dodge it again. But I doubted Hollow Moon could do anything against magic like Gravidon. She’d have to try and dodge—nearly impossible against a wide-range gravity attack—or counter it with Blade of Exorcism. So she’d probably choose Blade of Exorcism and opt out of using Hollow Moon here.

I’d realized something after Mia had activated Hollow Moon against both my sword and my fists. Howgley had used a similar technique in our battle that served as a good reference too. Comparing the differences between their attacks revealed something important.

Hollow Moon required no specific stance or prior setup to activate. It could be used freely from any position. But in exchange, activating it seemed to require Mia to empty her mind and be in a complete zen state. While Hollow Moon was a powerful skill, it was also the only opening I could find in Mia’s impenetrable techniques—she was practically a martial god. The moment she activated that skill, she was invulnerable to all physical attacks, but in exchange, she lost all ability to defend against concentrated bursts of magic.

My plan was to use Gravidon as bait so she’d use Blade of Exorcism, then attack with my sword. Then she wouldn’t have the chance to escape with Hollow Moon, and I’d also have Allo supporting me with her own magic.

…And by the time I decided to use Gravidon, Mia had probably realized it too. So I was reverse-engineering this whole thing.

I couldn’t escape the fact that Mia was just far stronger than me. She was a Hero of legend. Even if I’d caught up to her in stats, she had me beat in everything else—­experience, instinct, intuition, technique—everything. That was exactly why I knew she’d read my actions five steps ahead and use Hollow Moon. Without conceding that Mia’s skills far exceeded mine, I never would’ve been able to make this split-second choice without hesitating.

‹Gravidon!› I unleashed my Gravidon at Mia from close-range.

Mia’s reaction was a split second slower than it would have been if she were expecting it—my double feint had succeeded. She saw me acting like I was going to use Gravidon and assumed it was a cover for an attack with my greatsword, so she prepared to counter me with Hollow Moon.

I knew a master swordswoman like Mia would act based on every fleeting spark of intuition she possessed. That was precisely why such a crude, impulsive strategy could be so successful against her.

Hollow Moon could block any physical attack and use it as the starting point for a counterattack. Sure, it was powerful, but that power came from the skill itself—not Mia’s own skill. That’s why it created an opening I could exploit.

“I see… I can’t dodge this, can I?” Mia murmured, face blank beyond the black light of Gravidon. Whether it was an acknowledgment of fact or a statement of resignation, I couldn’t tell. Mia’s emotionless exterior made it impossible to discern.

A deafening roar echoed through the tower. The recoil from that mass of gravity erupting at point-blank range sent me flying backward. I landed in a heap; a moment later, Mia’s arm fell beside me, torn off by the Gravidon blast. The rest of her body must’ve been crushed into mincemeat. Even I felt the impact of that blast…

As an Oneiros, I was more of a magic user than a melee fighter. And aside from my high-risk, difficult-to-use skills like Hell Gate, Wormhole, and Dark-Dispelling Flash, Gravidon was my highest-damage magic attack.

Mia, on the other hand, still had her HP and defense cut in half in her human form. Some of her Special Skills probably didn’t work in this form either. That explosion didn’t leave any room for recovery; it should’ve blown away all her HP at once.

…Or so I thought. But I didn’t get any message about gaining Experience Points.

‹Master… W-we did it! It was a close battle, but we ended it before Allo and I reached our—›

Before Treant had a chance to finish, I sent a follow-up strike at the vague form of Mia inside the smoke with my Dimension Claws. I felt it tear into something…something that was clearly not Mia.

A chill ran up my spine.

“Well, well, well. It was a mistake to underestimate Allo and Treant. I simply didn’t have enough hands to handle all three of you at once.”

The dust and smoke cleared. The moment I laid eyes on the figure that stood behind it, a wave of revulsion coursed through me. It was a demon—a nightmare made of flesh.

I always felt an inexplicable sense of dread when interacting with Mia. I’d thought it was because of our differences in resolve or strength. But I was wrong. Seeing Mia’s true form, I finally understood why I felt like that.

“So I decided to give myself a few more hands to work with,” she continued. “My true form is lacking in restraint or reason. I thought my victory was guaranteed, even in my human form, but it lacked the size and striking power I needed.”

Mia’s form was roughly dragon-like. But rather than the customary four legs, it had five pairs—ten legs in total—that scuttled along the ground like a centipede’s. Three sets of wings were spaced evenly over its back. Its skin was a pale blue, mottled in places with reddish-black, bruise-like lesions and sickly green spots. A disgusting, visceral stench emanated from it, like a mass of stinking, rotting flesh. From its rear, a long, sinister tail stretched up and toward the ceiling, swaying gently.

Its head was massive and draconic, with six eyes and two enormous mouths, and Mia’s human torso sprouted from its forehead. Like the rest of her form, it was now a hunk of rotted, decaying flesh. In her hand, she clutched the Black Fly Sword.

 

Thanatos: Rank L (Legendary). A dragon feared as Death itself, or the Grim Reaper. Driven by madness, it bestows death indiscriminately on all beings it encounters, dragging its corrupted, putrid flesh with it. It is said that when Thanatos appears, the world is doomed to a death of eternal stagnation. 

 

So this was Thanatos…Mia’s true form. She must have realized she couldn’t survive that Gravidon in human form and reverted to Thanatos to endure it.

‹Ah, Master… Because we aimed for a quick battle, I don’t have much left to give. Do you think…that form is more durable…?› Treant asked, voice betraying its worry.

Treant wasn’t wrong. Between my Treant armor and Allo’s Dark Kaleidoscope, we’d unleashed a lot of magic power. This wasn’t a winning strategy for a long, drawn-out battle. We should’ve finished Mia off while she was still in human form, when her health and defense stats were still halved.

But more than anything, Mia’s new form shocked me to my core.

“Heh heh… Now the real battle begins,” Mia chuckled. “The Sacred Skills all belong to me! I’ll make the Divine Voice pay for everything it did to our world! I’ve suffered centuries of agony for the chance to exact my vengeance! You have no right to return to the overworld! That right is mine, and mine alone!”

Mia… Was her thirst for vengeance against the Divine Voice so strong that she let it turn her into…this?

I suddenly understood why something had always seemed off about Mia’s expressions. She’d probably lost all trace of any emotion but resentment a long time ago. Her terrifying true form was proof enough of that. As a Thanatos, she was driven by madness, and brought death and stagnation with her wherever she went. 

‹Sorry, Mia…but I don’t think I can let you return to our world after all. Maybe you’re the better choice for taking down the Divine Voice…but if you try, you’ll take the whole world down with you.›

“Naive as always, Illusia. Against a being as powerful as the Divine Voice, sacrifice is inevitable. It must be destroyed by my own hand, using every means necessary, even if it means sacrificing the entire world for my cause!”

‹You’re wrong, Mia. Maybe I am naive, but I know this much for certain: If you sacrifice the whole world, you won’t have any reason left to kill the Divine Voice. I want to kill the Divine Voice to protect all the life and beauty I’ve seen in the world. You don’t even have anything you’re trying to protect anymore.›

Mia was silent for a moment, her face devoid of emotion. But then the corners of her mouth lifted ever so slightly—a half smile that didn’t reach her vacant eyes. 

“I realized this too, long ago,” she replied. “That alone is reason enough for me to want to kill the Divine Voice.”

 

Part 3

 

I LEAPT OFF THE GROUND and soared into the air. Allo, still split into three, clung to my back.

‹Master, how do you intend to attack…?› Treant asked.

‹Mia’s still damaged from the hits she took in human form,› I replied. ‹We’ve gotta hit her with everything we’ve got before she has a chance to fully regenerate.›

I could see Mia’s massive form lurching, its flesh thickening, as she used Regenerate. If we could land a major attack before she finished healing herself, we should be able to finish her off.

Still in midair, I unleashed a barrage of Dimension Claws. Mia dodged the attacks with ease, scuttling to and fro on her ten spindly legs as she climbed up the tower’s wall. Despite her size, she was still as swift and nimble as ever, twisting and contorting her body to evade my claws.

‹Dang… She really is a centipede, isn’t she?› Only Mia could pull off such skillful evasive maneuvers in the split second before my Dimension Claws reached her. Her spatial awareness was light-years beyond my own. Despite her ghastly appearance, I couldn’t forget that this unholy monster was, in fact, Mia the Hero.

But what was her plan here? Was she just gonna keep running away until she got all her HP back? That didn’t seem like Mia’s typical modus operandi…

Even so, it seemed like she wanted to avoid close combat while she was still recovering HP. While Thanatos was sturdy, its size made it difficult to dodge attacks. It made perfect sense for Mia to avoid close combat. But if she stuck to retreating, that gave us the chance to go on the offensive, making this situation advantageous in its own way…

Which was exactly why I had a bad feeling about this. I wouldn’t expect Mia to resort to a purely passive strategy unless she was planning something.

Mia scaled the tower wall, climbing vertically. I flapped my wings to gain some altitude, then aimed for her head with my Dimension Claws. But at that moment, she leapt from the wall and flew into the air, her six wings spread wide and flapping hard. She soared high above me and peered down.

“Let me show you just how tame and tepid all of your battles have been until now,” she said, and her six-eyed, monstrous dragon head opened its jaws wide. Inside, a mass of black light began to gather. It reminded me of Gravidon, but I knew Mia didn’t have that skill. There were only a handful of her skills I hadn’t seen yet; this had to be one of them.

 

Normal Skill “Eclipse.” Light-devouring dark magic. An extreme form of magic capable of shaking the very laws of the world. Land bathed in the black light of Eclipse is forever cursed with death.

 

Great. The second she turns into Thanatos, she throws out an insane ultimate move?!

“Behold my devourer of light! Eclipse!” Black light spread from Mia’s enormous maw, enveloping her form in mist.

I craned my neck to grab the three Allos in my mouth, then turned and curled my body.

‹No clue what’s coming! We’re falling back!› I launched off the tower wall with my back legs to change course.

The next moment, a huge, wide, black beam shot out from the cloud of black mist. The most terrifying thing about it was its speed. I’d braced myself for some kind of magic orb or something, so I just barely managed to dodge out of its way, but it shot toward me at more than double the speed I expected. Man, there was no way I could keep dodging an attack that fast! 

But just when I thought I dodged it, the black beam began to chase after me, still impossibly fast. I spun around, but the beam just grazed me. It sliced through my back and side with white-hot fury, burning away scales and flesh with it.

“Groooooooohhh!” I roared in pain as blood gushed from the wound and I felt cold, sharp pain shoot through exposed bone.

This…really was the worst-case scenario. It was a homing beam that emitted light—well, darkness—which meant Eclipse was a souped-up variant of Heat Beam.

I looked back up at Mia, and my heart sank as I realized this was about to be a lot worse than I thought. Dozens of black beams shot out in all directions from the sphere of black mist that completely enveloped her. Every single one of those beams was a deadly homing attack—and they were all headed straight for me!

‹A-all right! You made your point! Now cut it out with this stupid skill!› Cursing, I attacked the black sphere with my Dimension Claws as I swooped through the air. But my claws just bounced off the surface, leaving me with an uncomfortable, tingling sensation like my paws had fallen asleep. Like the black beams coming from it, that sphere was probably a mass of curse magic. If I hit it with my real claws, I’d probably get my whole paw blown off. Hiding behind an impenetrable shield and then unleashing the craziest magical assault I’d ever seen…that was beyond despicable. Weaving through the oncoming black beams, I frantically went over my options.

I couldn’t shake one of the black beams, so I blocked it with my greatsword. The beam snapped the blade, and my sword reverted to a clustered mass of light, then scattered. My Ideal Weapon was useless against this onslaught.

I used the blowback from my shattering greatsword to shoot backward as far and fast as I could. My mind scrambled for a solution, but it was hard to think straight while I was busy dodging every which way to avoid the deadly black beams. If I hesitated or let my guard down for even a second, I’d be blown to smithereens by Eclipse’s vicious might.

‹If you had such a crazy cheat skill up your sleeve, you should’ve just swapped to your Thanatos form and incinerated us at the very start!› I snarled without thinking. ‹It would’ve saved you a lot of trouble!› 

“Master Dragon, stay calm and focus!” Allo’s voice reverberated from inside my mouth.

“The fact that she didn’t start with this must mean this skill has some kind of weakness!” said the second Allo.

“I know!” the third one piped up. “Wormhole! I bet you can send magic attacks at her through the sphere with Wormhole!”

Wow. Allo was pretty smart to begin with, and now I had three of ’em to offer up advice. I didn’t expect Dark Kaleidoscope to come with a perk like that!

But she was right. Eclipse definitely had to have some kind of weakness. If it didn’t, Mia could’ve used it to blow through Hecatoncheires all on her own. I was guessing she couldn’t do that because it was a huge drain on her MP. And as powerful as Eclipse was, it couldn’t break through the tower’s walls. If Hecatoncheires had used the tower as cover, the beams simply wouldn’t be able to hit him, and she’d have wasted a massive portion of her MP.

Of course, I wouldn’t be able to use the same tactic while we’re inside the tower. But still, my theory that this skill was a massive MP drain would be worth keeping in mind.

Unfortunately, though, Allo’s Wormhole idea wouldn’t work. It was a good thought—with Mia stuck in one spot, she was basically a sitting duck if I got past the barrier—but Wormhole took way too long to activate. I couldn’t activate it and dodge the Eclipse beams at the same time. As usual, Wormhole proved itself to be a truly useless skill.

Thanks to the Allos’ calm, clear analysis, though, my thoughts were starting to come together.

I flipped in midair to dodge another Eclipse beam, but the beam scraped the skin from my foreleg to my shoulder. Blood immediately gushed from the wound.

Eclipse was just too fast. There was no way for me to reliably dodge it. And Mia was hidden away in her black sphere, refusing to come out. Dimension Claws didn’t faze her at all. The only thing that might break through the sphere was Dark-Dispelling Flash, but I didn’t think I could get close enough to Mia—the source of the beams—with enough time to activate that skill safely.

‹Wh-what if we leave the tower for a little bit?› Treant suggested.

“Hmm, I dunno…” Allo said thoughtfully. “Would we have to retreat every time she uses that skill and reset the fight from the beginning? It might work, but…”

‹Is it a bad idea, do you think?›

“Well, I wouldn’t say it’s a bad idea, but I’ve never really heard of anyone winning a fight that way…”

As I was busy thinking through our options and dodging the endless beams, the other two discussed a way to break the stalemate from inside my mouth. Honestly, I’d never heard of someone running away and resetting the fight every time their enemy used a specific skill during combat. It wasn’t exactly the coolest strategy…

But it’d be effective. Using that skill continuously had to drain a lot of MP. Mia wouldn’t be able to justify using it over and over if she knew we’d just run away—and if she did, we’d just have to keep running away until she ran out of MP.

‹Treant, that’s a great idea!› I declared. ‹Let’s do it!› 

‹R-really?!› said Treant gleefully.

‹But going outside won’t work, so…› I trailed off, looking over at the tower’s door. It was big, but not that big. If I just swooped down and tried to exit that way, I’d definitely get shot through by an Eclipse beam. It wouldn’t be impossible to get outside if I was prepared to take a hit for it, but if I kept taking direct hits every time, I’d definitely run out of HP before Mia ran out of MP.

‹Then…where should we go…?›

‹Up! It’ll be way easier to dodge Eclipse if we’re further away!› I beat my wings hard and shot higher in the air, rapidly gaining altitude.

Mia had chosen to rise above me before she used Eclipse. I’d assumed she did it to create some distance while she recovered from my Gravidon, but I was wrong. Mia had taken the high ground to prevent me from escaping into the dizzying heights of the spire. It made sense. I couldn’t touch her while Eclipse was active; my only way to counter the attack was to create more distance between us. Mia took the high ground to cut off my escape route.

As I drew level with her, the black beams suddenly intensified, shooting out even faster than before. I used Gravity to drop down and rolled to the side, narrowly avoiding a beam at the last moment.

At the same altitude as her, Mia’s Eclipse attacks were suddenly much harder to anticipate. Likely knowing it would be difficult to catch me if I passed her, she was pulling out all her stops to try and take me down. With my big body and clunky flying, there was no way I’d be able to avoid all her attacks.

‹Treant, pull your roots back!›

‹Huh?› Despite its confusion, Treant retracted its shielding roots.

I kicked off the wall with my hind legs, curled into a ball, and swiftly went into a Roll. Dust billowed behind me as I zoomed up the tower wall, landed on the spiral staircase, and continued my Roll up its stone steps.

Dozens of Eclipse beams chased behind me, but Mia had never witnessed the mighty speed of my Roll. Her black beams couldn’t keep up.

‹All right! Up and away we go!›

‹Ow, ow, ow! It hurts, Master!›

I knew clunking into every step was taking its toll on poor Treant, but I didn’t have the time to stop and hide it safely in my mouth. If I tried, Mia would definitely catch up.

An especially thick beam blasted through the steps ahead of us, then shifted to close in on me, trying to cut off my path. But of course, I’d expected this. I slammed my tail into the wall and launched myself into the air.

“I suppose there’s no point in continuing if you’ve escaped that far,” Mia mused. The many black beams vanished, along with the sphere of black light shrouding her from view.

‹I see your strategy now, Master! If we hold the high ground, we don’t have to worry about her using it. If she does, we can just move up higher, and…›

I interrupted Treant. ‹No… It’s not that simple.› 

Surviving Mia’s ultimate skill without taking any serious hits was a victory in and of itself. But that wasn’t the only problem.

Eclipse’s beams were lightning fast, but she couldn’t fire them off randomly at will, so it wasn’t completely impossible to dodge them. While the skill was active, Mia herself seemed unable to move. It was a powerful skill, but because it lacked maneuverability, it would only work against opponents who had no way of dodging it. By itself, the skill was virtually useless against mobile opponents as long as they had a way to escape it.

But the true value of this skill wasn’t just in its offensive capabilities.

‹She used that safety bubble to heal herself with Regenerate and Dark Rest,› I concluded. Checking her status confirmed my suspicions: The HP I’d managed to knock out with Gravidon was already fully restored.

We couldn’t win this fight by wearing Mia down over time. I couldn’t handle her on my own, and both Allo and Treant would run out of MP long before I did. Once they did, we wouldn’t stand a chance against Mia.

That was why we’d been aiming for a quick, decisive battle. After dealing all that damage with Gravidon, the plan had been to push through and keep up the attacks, even if it meant pushing ourselves to our limits, and finish Mia off before she had the chance to recover. But then Mia had hit us with Eclipse and forced us to retreat instead. Even if we managed to deal another round of heavy damage to Mia, she’d just use Eclipse again to buy as much recovery time as she needed.

“Th-then…there’s no way to defeat her?” said one Allo from inside my mouth.

“Maybe I should fight a little more conservatively?” said another.

“I still feel like we should try breaking through her defenses with Wormhole…”

‹No… We can’t afford to hold back against Mia. We’re going all out. I don’t know if it’ll work…but I’ll try to find a way to stop Eclipse while Mia’s busy activating it. I had to hold back to assess the situation when I saw it the first time, but now I think I’ve got that skill figured out.›

Fighting until both sides ran out of MP would clearly display the differences in our ability levels. Both Mia and I were mainly melee-type fighters with a handful of powerful attacks, and we both had the stats to finish each other off if we didn’t allow each other to recover. In a longer, drawn-out battle, Allo and Treant would inevitably run out of MP and be forced to retreat.

Our only chance at victory was with a short, decisive battle. If we were going to achieve that, I needed to find a way to prevent Mia from using Eclipse to buy herself recovery time.

 

Part 4

 

IN ONE SWIFT MOTION, Mia used her ten scuttling legs to leap up to my height. She showed no sign of agitation over the fact I’d broken through her Eclipse barrage. While lethal, it seemed like she’d used the skill to simply buy time to recover and regroup; any damage it did to me was just a bonus.

“You managed to avoid my Eclipse, but how will you fare against this?” Mia’s humanoid torso swung her blade at me. The blade blurred, multiple afterimages swinging after it. A series of waves of black light shot from the blade’s edge. Mia had used this skill before: It was a combo of Shockwave and Echo Blade. While Shockwave was a relatively basic swordsman skill, when a master swordswoman like Mia used it, it became a wide-range, devastating technique. 

I leapt to the side, but the weaker end of the slash still skimmed my foreleg. It sliced my skin, and I felt my bone snap from the impact.

Whoa. It’s…way more powerful now! 

Of course it was. Mia wasn’t in her human form anymore. Her attack power was double what it was before.

I gritted my teeth against the stinging pain and countered with Dimension Claws. The attack only grazed Mia’s massive centipede dragon body, but it was enough. Forcing Mia to counter my blows meant I wouldn’t get bombarded with Shockwaves one after the other.

I threw out a few more Dimension Claws to keep her in check, conserving my HP as I closed the distance between us. I used a brief lapse in Shockwaves to my advantage, re-summoning my Oneiros Reisszahn with Ideal Weapon and then using it to block another Shockwave. At her Thanatos strength, I couldn’t block Mia’s attacks with just my forelegs.

But moments after I blocked one Shockwave, another slammed into my blade. The impact threw me off balance. Then another Shockwave shot toward me, slicing through my defenseless stomach.

“Gaagh!” Agonizing pain tore through my body. I…I think the tip of that Shockwave ran me straight through!

Mia’s newfound power made her previous Shockwaves feel like nothing. This barrage was far harder to deal with than her Eclipse, which I could just outrun.

My vision flickered for a moment as my flesh burned. I couldn’t think straight; my thoughts crumbled to pieces as soon as I tried to put them together. Regenerate…! I needed to regenerate! I had to…heal myself somehow! It hurt so much that I couldn’t even think!

Dimly, I saw another Shockwave on the edge of my vision.

No! I need…to dodge this, or I’ll…! But my body just wouldn’t listen.

One of the Allos tumbled out of my mouth; I must’ve opened my mouth in pain.

“Clay!” she cried, and a huge wall of clay appeared in front of her. But Mia’s Shockwave crashed through it with a single slash, the Clay wall barely slowing it down.

However, instead of flying right at me, the Shockwave bounced to the side. It seemed like Allo had known her Clay wouldn’t do much, so she chose to create the wall at an angle to deflect the Shockwave’s trajectory. I’d safely evaded the attack—but instead it sliced through Allo. She froze in midair, then dissolved into a mass of black magic that flew back into my mouth.

‹Thanks, Allo! You saved me there! But that was a lethal attack. You okay?›

“Yep, I’m fine. It was just a clone. I lost a pretty hefty chunk of my MP with that clone, but, well…better my back than my belly, right?”

Great. As if my MP wasn’t already stretched thin enough, now I’d made Allo waste her MP with my screw-up too.

“Master Dragon…even just enduring Mia’s skill spamming is rough enough as it is…” She sounded haggard.

In other words…this was hard enough at mid-range, so maybe we were better off rethinking our plan to charge in and we should try to devise some kind of countermeasure instead. That was what Allo was trying to say, right?

But I didn’t have any convenient solutions this time around. Mia had the crazy-powerful Debuff Immunity Resistance Skill, and, as a Thanatos, both her attack and agility—the cornerstones of combat—surpassed mine. None of her stats were particularly low either. With her skills and innate abilities as a swordswoman stacked on top of that, she had no weaknesses to speak of at short-, mid-, or long-range. Mia was clever too and knew pretty much everything she needed to know about my abilities from our time as allies. I’d never be able to land a powerful long- or mid-range move that relied on Mia not knowing how to respond to it. 

Her aim was a standard one: use simple, mid-range skills to keep me at bay, wait for me to slip up, then move in close and strike while she had an advantage. The strategy left little space for me to pull off any crazy schemes. 

But that was fine. I’d just stick to my current plan. It didn’t feel great to have to rely on a brute-force approach against such an ironclad strategy, but with Allo and Treant helping, I felt like we could take even Thanatos Mia down.

“Oh? Is that all it takes to shake you? I suppose there’s no need to bother with getting any closer to finish you off,” Mia sneered. She stopped moving and unleashed another flurry of Shockwaves. At first, she’d probably intended to use the Shockwaves to pin me in place and create an opening, then swoop in and kill me. But now it seemed like she thought the Shockwaves would be enough to take me down.

Still, I’d underestimated her strength as a Thanatos before. And she ran me through because of it.

I drew a shaky breath and readied my greatsword, then flew toward her.

Moving boldly and decisively, I dodged through the barrage of black slashes, parrying any that flew at me with newfound precision. With my free hand, I unleashed Dimension Claws at Mia, forcing her to evade, and seized that opening to close the distance between us.

‹Sorry for showing you my lousy side just now, Allo. It’s a little dicey out here, but I’m handling Mia’s attacks now. Trust me and let me charge in close here.›

Mia narrowed her eyes. “Your movements…they’ve suddenly improved?”

‹You know this better than anyone, don’t you? Your sword has double the power it had before, but half the technique you had in human form.› If human Mia had been the one behind that Shockwave flurry, she never would’ve let me dodge so many of them. Her attacks were much bigger and harder now, but in exchange, she lost the precision of her swordplay—her greatest strength.

Mia hadn’t started this fight in Thanatos form. In a one-on-one battle, her human form possessed no weaknesses in either offense or defense, making her a far more formidable opponent. Mia had chosen to revert to her Thanatos form out of pure necessity because she couldn’t counter Treant’s armor and Allo’s supporting magic.

I’d seen Mia’s sword skills in human form—that was exactly why I could now counter her techniques in Thanatos form.

With one swift dart, I closed the remaining distance between me and her. Even against her Thanatos form, between Allo, Treant, and me, we should still have the advantage in sheer number of attacks. With their help, I was sure I’d be able to push forward and win this.

The most crucial part of this plan was to not give Mia an opportunity to escape after I dealt damage. If I let her escape into her Eclipse orb and heal with Dark Rest, Treant and Allo would quickly run out of MP. And if that happened, we’d have no chance of getting out of this alive. 

“My swordplay lacks precision now, you say? Well, I can’t argue with that. I am well aware of the flaws of this form. But is that enough to save you from this?” Mia spun her humanoid torso, swinging her blade around as if she was dancing. Her Shockwaves gained speed and power, flying at me with all of Mia’s strength behind them. She sliced through the air haphazardly, deliberately abandoning any intricate techniques in favor of pure brute force.

But unlike before, Mia wasn’t reading my movements to block my escape routes, which meant it shouldn’t have been impossible to dodge her barrage entirely.

I leapt up, down, left, and right, focusing solely on dodging for the time being. As I darted through the air, I carefully watched Mia’s moves, trying to predict the trajectories of her Shockwaves. It reminded me of dodging Lilyxila’s Aparajita chakrams. The Shockwaves were much, much faster than those had been, but it was thanks to that fight against Lilyxila that I was now just barely able to react to Mia’s attacks.

I wasn’t letting myself get hit this time!

Allo had saved my butt earlier, but there wouldn’t be a next time. One mistake would mean instant death. If I didn’t perfectly dodge every attack I could possibly dodge, I’ll never even come close to Mia’s level.

‹You’re not winning with brute force this time around!› I shouted, unleashing a wave of Dimension Claws. But instead of blocking or dodging, Mia took the attack with her centipede-dragon body. Her carapace shattered, spilling blood and viscera.

She…didn’t dodge?! I’d attacked expecting her to counter it, but instead she took the direct hit and flew in to exploit the opening I made with my attack.

Unlike me, Mia stuck closer to the wall, so my claws didn’t throw her posture off much. And because I thought she’d dodge it, I didn’t put much power behind my Dimension Claws.

I’d completely misread her.

Mia’s Shockwave sliced through my flesh to sever my bone.

“I suppose this ends here.” Magic began to gather inside Mia’s dragon jaws, forming itself into a black orb—a Dark Sphere. At the same time, her human torso readied her blade. She’d made an opening in my defenses; now she was poised to strike me down. “Die!”

A barrage of razor-sharp Shockwaves flew toward me, arcing through the air as if circling down from above. My only choice for dodging was to fold my wings and drop as fast as I could.

But Mia knew that; that was what the Dark Sphere was for.

No. I couldn’t dodge this…! Mia was way too powerful to handle at mid-range! Even if her sword skills were a little worse, the extra-strong Shockwave and Echo Blade combo was too brutal.

Dammit! And I couldn’t even get close enough to stand a chance!

‹Master! Use me!› Treant called. The next instant, glowing blue moss began to envelop its entire body as it used Eternal Regrowth.

 

Normal Skill “Eternal Regrowth.” Greatly increases the user’s life force. When activated, a glowing blue-green moss grows over the user’s body, forcing them to regenerate HP until their MP is reduced to less than 1 percent of its total. While using this skill, the user’s defense is greatly increased, but its other stats are halved.

 

If Treant ran out of MP here, that would be the end for us. If I let Mia use Eclipse, it was game over. My only choice was to finish Mia off, here and now.

In Treant’s normal form, it wouldn’t be strong enough to withstand Mia’s power as Thanatos. I agreed with its choice to use Eternal Regrowth here. If I hesitated now, I’d never stand a chance against Mia.

Treant extended its branches to fully shield my left side.

‹Thanks, Treant…!›

I gave up on evading and instead thrust my Treant-clad left side forward as I charged straight at Mia. Her Shockwave burst across Treant’s surface, but didn’t break through.
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‹Hnnnnnnnngh! Is that all you’ve got?! You won’t get through meeeeeeee!› Treant declared between grunts of pain as it endured the double Shockwave combo.

“Hmph… Were you always so sturdy?” Mia frowned.

‹Gravidon!› I spat a mass of black light at Mia.

Mia’s massive, many-legged form scuttled along the wall, dodging my Gravidon entirely. It slammed into the wall instead, and the tower shuddered from the impact.

It went without saying that Mia’s combat skills beat mine by a wide margin. No matter how many Dimension Claws I shot her way, she was able to read their trajectories by analyzing the movement of my front legs to dodge the blows with ease.

But in order to avoid a large area attack like Gravidon, she needed to move for real. She wouldn’t risk taking such a powerful attack head-on, even as a Thanatos.

And that gave me exactly the opening I needed to close the distance between us.

I swooped down and raised my sword. ‹Sorry, Mia, but I can’t let you go back to our world! I really wanted to grant your wish. But I won’t carry out your evil, hate-filled vendetta!›

“Don’t get ahead of yourself. I told you I gave myself a few more hands to work with, didn’t I?” As she spoke, four fleshy beings crawled out from beneath Thanatos’s massive frame. Each had the same pallid, rotting flesh as Thanatos. Their forms were haphazard and chimeric, made up of parts that looked like they came from spiders, snakes, bees, and flies.

Oh, crap. These had to be Detachment Beasts! I saw that skill on Mia’s status screen!

 

Normal Skill “Detachment Beast.” Uses one’s own flesh and blood to create monsters. No Experience Points are gained from defeating a detached beast.

 

Species: Thanatos Beetle

Status: Follower

Lv: 100/130 (Lock)

HP: 1753/1753

MP: 64/826

 

What the heck?! How could she just casually create four high-level rank A+ monsters at once?!

“Gale!” Allo’s cry was echoed by two others from inside my mouth. Three massive whirlwinds appeared, scattering the Detachment Beasts in all directions. The Thanatos Beetle’s body twisted painfully inside the tornado until its neck snapped, then its head tumbled to the ground.

“They’re not that tough, Master Dragon!”

“Go ahead! Charge right in!”

Mia glared through my teeth at the three Allos, chewing her lip.

Allo’s magic was the perfect foil for the Detachment Beasts. Based on their stats, they seemed like rank A+ monsters specialized in attack power, but with low stats overall. They didn’t have any Resistance Skills, which meant Allo’s Gale could just barely take them out in one hit. If Mia decided to gang up on us with her Detachment Beasts, Allo’s magic attacks—tripled thanks to Dark Kaleidoscope—would hold the clear advantage. As an area attack, Gale was especially effective.

Mia’s human torso swayed as she raised her blade. “You should know better than anyone that close combat is my specialty. Besides…I have yet to show you my favorite version of Godspeed Flash.”

I drew in a sharp breath. Godspeed Flash instantly boosted its user’s speed and applied it to their sword techniques. Swordplay that made use of it inevitably became predictable after a certain time, but all the same, it was a vicious skill.

Was she planning to fake using Godspeed Flash and attack me normally? No, I doubted it. Mia wasn’t the type to pull that kind of verbal bluff. If she said she was gonna hit me with Godspeed Flash, then she meant it.

I focused on the tip of Mia’s sword, gripping my own blade tightly. Then her arm moved. The moment I sensed it, I twisted my body and leapt backward on pure instinct.

The next instant, it was over. Mia had finished her swing before I even saw it coming. But the pain that shot through my chest came moments later, behind her sword. My scales and hide tore open, blood gushing from the deep cut, as my consciousness threatened to wane.

‹Master…! I did it!›

“I…can’t believe it,” I heard Mia murmur. “Bested in a battle of swords? Me…?” When my vision cleared, I saw the mossy blue branches coming from my Treant shield had extended outward and pierced through Mia’s massive Thanatos frame. Treant had used Wood Counter, and it worked.

The instant Mia swung her blade, I’d twisted my body, changing my angle and forcing Mia to strike Treant. Thanks to my leap backward and Treant’s protective armor, the injury I’d sustained was far less lethal than it could’ve been. Treant’s armor gave me a massive advantage—and luck seemed to be on my side as well. There was no way for me to see Mia’s sword moving that quickly, so I’d acted on pure instinct. I’d also read her intentions correctly; as I had assumed, she wasn’t bluffing about using Godspeed Flash.

If the same scenario played out ten more times, Mia would probably strike me down every single time. Even so, we were the ones coming out on top this time around.

I swung my greatsword. The direct Wood Counter hit had left Mia unbalanced and defenseless. With a wide, powerful swing, I slashed at her human torso and dragon head.

Rotten, decaying flesh splattered through the air. Two of Thanatos’s six dragon eyes tumbled to the floor—I’d cleaved them clean out of its skull.

I followed up with a second, sideways slash, swinging with all my might. Mia attempted to block it with her blade, but her stance wasn’t stable enough. My blade blew past her and carved a deep gash in her side.

“Aaaaaaahh, aaaaaaaaaaaaaagggh!” The Thanatos’s dragon head opened its mouth wide and shrieked with pain and fury. Black mist began to pour from its mouth.

I recognized the skill immediately: Diseased Breath. It could potentially poison or curse its victims, but the skill wasn’t super effective against equal-strength opponents. Allo couldn’t be affected by debuffs anyway. Treant might, but it felt smarter to heal it after we got through this battle. Mia was probably using it as a pure distraction.

Mia immersed herself in the cloud of Diseased Breath and backed up to climb the tower wall, putting some distance between us. The branches Treant had stabbed into her with Wood Counter snapped and fell to the ground.

If I let her escape, Allo and Treant would run out of MP. I had to finish her off now, before she had a chance to recover!

I leapt from the spiral staircase and chased after Mia as she retreated higher into the tower.

‹Oh no you don’t! Get back here, Mia!› I aimed at her with another round of Dimension Claws. Mia wriggled her massive form around, dodging smoothly as she continued to climb.

The rotten flesh that fell from her slashed side formed itself into a swarm of snakes and bees that slithered and buzzed toward me as she used Detachment Beast again. There were more of them this time—eight in total. Mia must have summoned more, realizing how easily Allo blew them away with Gale before.

While none of them were particularly strong, creating eight rank A+ monsters probably cost Mia a significant amount of HP and MP. She was throwing all her cards on the table now to find a way out of this predicament. She probably knew if she got through this encounter, Allo and Treant would be out of MP.

“Master Dragon, focus on Mia!” cried one of the Allos.

“Yeah! We’ll handle the other monsters!” said the second. 

“We need to be aggressive right now, or she’ll escape!” the third agreed. “Even if it means taking some damage!”

The Allos sent out Gales to blow the Detachment Beasts away. Even if she couldn’t take them all down at once, she could at least send them tumbling to the ground far below, giving me ample space to catch up to Mia in the meantime.

Her Detachment Beasts disposed of, Mia stopped her ascent and turned to face us. I unleashed a flurry of Dimension Claws, tearing into her huge Thanatos body. My claws cracked through her carapace, tearing into her rotten flesh and spraying fluids everywhere.

We can do this, I thought. We can make it. Things had gone as smoothly as I could’ve hoped since that earlier clash. On top of the damage I’d dealt with my greatsword, those Detachment Beasts should be steadily chipping away at her HP. I’d finish Mia off now, before she had the chance to use Eclipse!

Mia extended her left hand and pointed at me—no, not at me. At Treant…?

“Death!” At her words, a triple magic circle appeared around Mia’s human form.

H-huh? She’s using an insta-kill skill like Death? That skill only works on weaker opponents…

Just as I resolved to charge in without hesitating, I realized her true intent. Mia was targeting my Treant armor. World Treant had outstanding HP and defense, and some crazy skills to supplement them. But in exchange, its other stats were quite low. Its magic stat in particular was less than half of Allo’s. If Mia’s attack connected, it could kill Treant instantly.

“Hngh!” I twisted my body, leapt off the wall, and shot forward. Three black lights appeared in the air where I’d stood a moment ago, then disappeared. A split-second bad judgment call had nearly proved fatal, but thankfully, I’d managed to dodge them all.

“But your hesitation gave me the time I needed. You’ve survived far longer than I expected you to; consider me impressed. But this is as far as you go.” Mia gave another cold, cruel smile. Then black light began to gather inside Thanatos’s dragon mouth.

No! She’s using Eclipse…! Dammit! I’d been so worried about dealing with the Death skill that I let her get way ahead of me! Could I make it up there before she activated the skill…?!

I leapt back to the spiral staircase and curled my body into a Roll, then zoomed up the steps. Once I built enough momentum, I smacked the steps with my tail to fly upward, aiming straight for Mia.

‹Allo! Give me some platforms!›

“You got it! Clay!”

Two mounds of clay appeared in the air above me. I ricocheted off them to increase my speed and mask my trajectory.

Mid-Roll, I slashed at Mia with my Dimension Claws, but she blocked it effortlessly with her blade. By the time I reached Mia, the black mist of Eclipse was already beginning to thicken around her.

I had to finish her here, no matter what…! I swung my greatsword at Mia in a wide slash.

“Just so you know, it’s not like I don’t want to face you directly.” Mia blocked my blade, focused entirely on defending. “But unfortunately, this is a fight to the death, and I must use everything in my arsenal to survive.” 

In pure swordsmanship alone, I lagged far behind Mia’s skills. If she continued to focus on pure defense, there was nothing I could do to break through.

“Master Dragon!” Allo called. “I’ll try to make an opening with my magic!” 

Just as she readied herself to unleash her magic, a massive, pallid serpent burst through Mia’s lower stomach. It was another Detachment Beast: a Thanatos Serpent!

She must’ve created it inside her body, ready to unleash it as soon as I got close to catch me off guard! It lunged straight for my chest, fangs bared.

‹Tch…!› I couldn’t dodge this! I was just gonna have to take it. If I tried to evade, Mia would just trigger her Eclipse orb!

“Ahh, here’s the perfect opening,” Mia hissed. “Taste my Death!”

‹Urk…!› I didn’t know what to do! Attack? Retreat?!

I didn’t have time to think it through; I instinctively pulled my body back. The black lights of Death appeared right in front of me.

At the same moment, the black mist surrounding Mia completely enveloped her body and solidified into the solid orb of Eclipse.

“You charged in without even preparing any countermeasure against my Death…how foolish. Not that you had much of a choice, of course.”

Ugh… Mia’s Death had neatly exploited Treant’s weaknesses. While it excelled in HP, defense, and recovery skills, those strengths could only be used to withstand enemy attacks. Mia’s Death skill, on the other hand, ignored all of those stats to insta-kill its target. It only worked against weaker opponents, but since Treant’s magic stat was so low, it could actually kill it in a single hit. With Mia firing off Death, I had no choice but to retreat.

I knew it as well as she did, but like she’d said, I couldn’t come up with a countermeasure against her Death. My only choice was to recklessly charge in.

‹Forgive me, Master… We can’t beat her, and it’s all my fault…› Treant murmured bitterly.

‹No! This fight’s not over yet!› I channeled magic into my greatsword, making it gleam with magical light. I might be able to break through her Eclipse barrier with Dark-Dispelling Flash.

The weight of my Oneiros Reisszahn forced me to swing it in wide arcs, but if I could strike the sphere before the Eclipse beams reached me, it shouldn’t be too hard to slice through the barrier. Of course, that was assuming I could make it there in time…

The thick, black Eclipse beams fired from the sphere and closed in on me. I swooped down to dodge but couldn’t avoid the beam entirely; it seared into my right wing, burning half of it away. But that was better than the alternative. If I’d hesitated, the black magic beam would’ve burned a massive hole straight through my body.

I flapped my wings frantically to avoid the Eclipse beams, hurriedly trying to heal my wing with Regenerate as I did.

I didn’t make it in time. It’s too late…

Treant’s Eternal Regrowth would be active until its MP dropped to 1 percent of its total. If Mia just stayed holed up in her Eclipse orb, Treant would run out of MP in no time. And once she restored her HP with her other skills and Treant ran out of MP, she’d emerge, fresh and ready to fight once more. Allo’s Dark Kaleidoscope was draining far too much of her MP as well. She couldn’t afford to be left to deal with the Detachment Beasts on her own much longer.

And I, for my part, had tried to finish Mia off with a reckless rush and only succeeded in getting one of my wings blown to pieces by Eclipse. I more or less healed it with Regenerate, but it was far from perfect. I doubted I’d be able to dodge the Eclipse beams for long like this.

I didn’t have the time or bandwidth to think up a way to break through Mia’s Eclipse while it was active. But Eclipse was both a powerful shield and deadly weapon at the same time. Allowing Mia to activate it while I was so close, and then letting it hit me, was nothing short of deadly.

Mia’s stats and abilities were just way too powerful… Battling her was maybe first time I’d ever felt such a true gap in strength. With Treant and Allo’s help, we’d managed to make this a proper fight, but we were still nowhere near her level.

Maybe beating Mia had been impossible from the start…

We needed…to get out of here.

Mia had me beat me in agility, but if I Rolled up the stairs, she might not catch me. It was a huge gamble, and even if it worked, she’d keep coming after us. I felt like running away would only make things worse in the long run. But at this point, there was no hope of me winning this fight.

‹Hngh…!› An Eclipse beam streaked right past my eyes. I pushed my wings forward, forcing myself to stop in midair, then spun around and flew in the other direction.

I knew it… I wasn’t fast enough to outrun Eclipse with this injured wing.

Another beam closed in from the opposite side, trapping me between them. I couldn’t dodge them.

My Valiant Soul skill would let me withstand the first beam, but I probably wouldn’t survive the second one. It’d hit me before I could recover enough HP to activate it again.

At that moment, Treant retracted its roots and leapt into the air. Its body swelled in size, growing to its full World Treant height. Suddenly I lost sight of Mia; all I could see was Treant’s back.

‹Don’t worry, Master! I’ll take this blow for you…! In the meantime, find a way to turn this fight around!›

A black Eclipse beam struck Treant without mercy, blowing a massive hole through its trunk. Black light engulfed its entire body.

‹No! Treaaant!!!›

Treant’s body began to topple. It was alive, but only barely. Its Eternal Regrowth recovery skill seemed exhausted at last; the blue light emanating from its body disappeared.

Then, Treant’s eyes opened wide. ‹I know it’s a long shot, but…here! Have a taste of your own medicine! Fairy Curse!›

A thick beam of black magic burst from Treant’s trunk and shot toward the black Eclipse sphere surrounding Mia.

Fairy Curse was a skill that countered magic attacks.

 

Special Skill “Fairy Curse.” When hit directly with a magical attack, forest fairies will come to the rescue, counterattacking by casting the same spell back at its user. Their magic will be as powerful as the original attack, regardless of the skill owner’s magic power. The fairies’ magic will only affect the attacker.

 

Mia had complete immunity to dark-type attacks…but her Eclipse sphere didn’t. And the barrier looked like it was made of the same stuff as the beams. My Dimension Claws couldn’t break through it, but if Fairy Curse sent the attack back just as strong as before, it might just be strong enough to do the trick.

Treant’s black Eclipse beam fired straight at the sphere for nearly a second. 

I waited with bated breath.

Then a crack appeared on the Eclipse sphere’s surface. It began to grow, splintering into multiple directions. Then the sphere shattered.

Treant’s Eclipse slammed into Thanatos at full force, sending her flying back into the tower wall behind her.

 

Part 5

 

AT LAST, WE’D FOUND A WAY to break through Eclipse’s impenetrable defenses: Treant’s Fairy Curse counter. Mia had lost her chance to recover.

Convinced she’d win the battle if she bought enough time to activate Eclipse and deal a bit more damage to me, Mia didn’t hold back with sending out her Detachment Beasts. Summoning that many must have sapped away a lot of her HP.

This was our final chance—the chance Treant had risked its life to create.

“Master Dragon, I’m sorry,” Allo spoke up. “I’m running out of MP too…” 

‹Don’t be. You and Treant are the reason we made it this far. I’ll finish this fight myself.›

It all came down to me. This final clash would decide the victor in our battle against Mia.

“I never thought…Eclipse could be defeated this way.” Mia’s body trembled. Whether it was from the impact of being slammed against the wall or because her Eclipse had been interrupted, she seemed temporarily paralyzed.

‹I’m coming for you, Mia!› I charged toward her, unleashing a barrage of Dimension Claws as I went. I was ready to use up the rest of my MP here. If I missed this chance, there wouldn’t be another one.

Mia tried to block with her blade, but she was too slow. Two Dimension Claws sliced through the fragile human body parts unprotected by her chitinous armor. She blocked the third strike, but I could tell the damage was taking a toll on her. She’d always blocked my Dimension Claws effortlessly until now.

“You intend to cross swords with me once more, hm…? So be it. I have confidence in my blade.”

Mia began to move, scuttling along the wall. She gained momentum, leapt from the spiral staircase, and flew toward me.

She took a deep breath, then raised her sword.

Our eyes locked. I pushed aside all thoughts of the future, of anything other than the monstrous undead woman before me.

Even wounded, Mia was the most skilled swordswoman I had ever crossed blades with. If I lined up all the best swordsmen in the whole world, she’d easily be ranked number one or two.

It felt like it took me an age to reach Mia. My focus was so intense that it felt like the world was moving in slow motion around me. I’d felt like this before, in other critical moments in other fights. But this was the first time I felt it so clearly. Perhaps this was the way a top-tier swordmaster like Mia always felt during battle.

Our swords clashed. I saw Mia’s blade clearly and managed to deflect it—but I didn’t even have the chance to celebrate before Mia’s second strike flew at me. I tilted my own greatsword to parry.

We clashed blades a third, then a fourth time. During the exchange, I realized something. While I was swinging my sword half on pure instinct, despite her injuries, Mia wielded her sword with cold, calculated precision. And it was working—she was driving me back.

My own swordplay lacked any real technique. I fought purely on past experience and instinct. And because of that, every time we clashed swords with Mia, I began to lag behind and run into trouble.

Despite the extent of Mia’s injuries, and the bulky Thanatos form that lacked much of her former subtlety, I still couldn’t keep up with her.

It was then that I truly understood how much stronger Mia was in her human form. With Allo and Treant’s help, I’d managed to overwhelm her with the sheer number and power of our attacks to avoid a contest of pure skill. But even against Thanatos Mia—with far less honed precision and skill—I was still clearly her inferior. If we just continued trading blows, she’d overwhelm me. Even with the odds stacked against me, my only choice was to go all in here and now.

The next time we crossed blades, I feinted, pretending to back off so I could move in to overpower her and thrust my sword out to stab in one swift motion. It was a gamble; pointed attacks like thrusts were difficult to block with a sword. If she dodged, I’d be vulnerable and she’d strike. But if Mia hesitated, I’d win a huge advantage.

High risk, high reward. I was out of my depth in this sword battle; this was the only chance I had to overcome Mia. 

Mia’s blood danced through the air from a thin cut across her forehead.

She’d dodged it. I managed to graze her with my blade, but that was all.

Blade still extended from my thrust, I shifted my gaze to the right, where Mia moved. She was repositioning her own sword, preparing to strike.

Had I been too reckless, forcing this showdown? If our fight dragged out any longer, there was no chance I’d come out on top. That one strike was my last chance. That was it.

I’d lost. I went up against Mia at close range and exposed a lethal opening. Up until now, I’d relied on Allo and Treant having my back, but alone, I didn’t stand a chance against Mia’s true power. There was no other way to put it.

“Grooooooooooaah!” Still, I swung my greatsword with all the strength I had left. Deep down, I knew it was hopeless, but I couldn’t just stand here and accept defeat. Not after everything Allo and Treant sacrificed for my sake.

Allo, Treant…I’m sorry. I’m just not strong enough to take Mia down on my own after all.

Mia let out a small breath, lowered her blade, and dropped her guard. But I didn’t notice until I’d already swung my greatsword.

My blade sliced through her human torso, severing it completely from the rest of her body. Blood and guts spurted from the open wound as Mia’s Black Fly Sword slipped from her fingers.

“Oooooooooaaaaaaaaaaagh!” The six-eyed dragon screeched in agony. Its many legs thrashed as it toppled from the staircase and plummeted to the very bottom of the tower. Its head smashed into the floor, leaving its body in a crumpled, motionless heap.

Then a message echoed through my head.

 

Gained Sacred Skill “Hell Realm Path: Lv —.”

 

Part 6

 

“MASTER DRAGON… You did it! You won!”

I shook my head at Allo’s excitement. ‹No… I didn’t. It was Mia. She let me win.›

Cornered and out of options, I’d taken a huge gamble and Mia had dodged it easily. In that moment, no matter how I looked at it, she should’ve landed a lethal blow on me. The fight should’ve ended right there.

But Mia deliberately chose not to act. She’d left herself vulnerable, knowing what would happen.

I swooped down to Treant, laying limp on the floor on the verge of death, and healed it with Hi-Rest. Then I moved to Mia’s severed human torso.

The six-eyed Thanatos was writhing in agony, bleeding profusely. Its movements were beginning to grow sluggish; every painful inhale of breath looked like it could be its last.

Beside it, Mia, covered in her own blood, looked up at me. “It seems the Collapsing God effect is starting,” she said weakly, raising her arm up to show me. Her fingertips were beginning to crumble, falling away in small, sand-like particles. “But with my max HP so high, I’ll likely die from blood loss and exhaustion before it can claim me.” 

Collapsing God was a status condition that permanently reduced its victims’ maximum HP and MP until they reached zero and basically self-destructed. It was the same condition that’d brought that slime bastard to its end back in Alban.

‹But I didn’t think losing your Sacred Skills would guarantee that you’ll get Collapsing God…›

“Collapsing God is a fail-safe put in place by Laplace to prevent multiple beings powerful enough to destroy the world from existing at the same time,” Mia replied. “Losing Sacred Skills reduces your stats, but if they don’t fall below a certain threshold, Collapsing God will activate. I guess you didn’t know that. Even so, someone found a way to force through that system and stockpile a bunch of powerful monsters for themselves…”

The Divine Voice. By distributing fake Sacred Skills to powerful, Legendary-class monsters and tossing them in Ngai Forest, the Divine Voice had managed to keep its hands on a bunch of them.

I still didn’t know the ins and outs of the dynamic between Laplace and the Divine Voice, but from what I’d heard, it seemed like the Divine Voice was intent on trying to rewrite the laws and regulations Laplace had put in place to maintain the harmony of this world.

‹Mia, I thought… I thought you wanted to get out and take on the Divine Voice yourself.›

“My Mad God condition progressed past the point of no return long ago. Now that it’s taken hold, that’s it. It is part of me now. It’s not a simple ailment that will fade away with time.”

My eyes widened in shock. Then that meant…when Mia had leapt into the Origin Matter, putting all her faith in the generations to come, she’d already come to terms with the fact that she’d wither away here in Ngai Forest.

“In truth, the negative effects of the Mad God’s mental corruption are far more extreme than you all realize. Even before its effects began, well…evolving into Thanatos was certainly less than ideal. For hundreds of years now, I have been trapped in this cold, unfeeling state, where nothing I see or hear can stir my heart. And both the destructive impulses of the Mad God condition and Thanatos have been eating away at my own humanity. I’ve clung desperately to the final remaining pieces of myself and my sense of purpose, and they have allowed me to get this far, but…even they are on the verge of being consumed by this madness.”

So that was why she was acting so off… I’d had a feeling something was up with her forced expressions and confused, disjointed speech and behavior. I assumed it was due to her all-consuming hatred of the Divine Voice, but I guess I was wrong. The Mia that remained, lying before me, wasn’t Mia the Hero in all her glory. She was more like an echo of Mia—a scent that lingered in the breeze after her heart and soul were wrenched from her body.

And even so, even in that tumultuous and painful mental state, Mia had done her best to guide us and place her trust in us.

Suddenly, the reason she chose to fight us was crystal clear. It wasn’t to take my Sacred Skills for herself. Mia knew she didn’t have much time left. No, she’d fought me to pass the fifth Sacred Skill on to me, in exchange for her own life, so I could use it to destroy the Divine Voice.

“Forgive me for forcing you to indulge my own selfish whims. But before I passed on my Sacred Skill…I needed to be sure that you possessed the strength and resolve to see this through one last time.”

I didn’t blame her. She’d been planning to sacrifice herself, to entrust her life’s work to me. If I chose to bow down to the Divine Voice, or gave up without even trying to face it, her sacrifice would be in vain. Even if her only choice was to leave it all up to me in the end, she couldn’t just do that without testing my resolve.

But I didn’t feel like I lived up to Mia’s expectations of me. ‹I…I’m sorry, Mia. Even three against one, I still made you go easy on me the whole time.›

If I’d been a little more wary of Mia, I could’ve countered her initial surprise attack. Now that we’d actually fought, that was clear. If Mia had really wanted to kill me, she could’ve timed things better in that final sequence, unleashed one of her deadly combos, and finished me off right then and there. But at the very last moment, she was the one who’d dropped her sword and let me deal the finishing blow.

“No…don’t be. I would be lying if I said I wasn’t hoping you’d be able to defeat me. But I have my own misconceptions as well.”

‹Huh? Misconceptions…?›

“I am quite adept at appearing calm and rational, but beneath it, my mind more closely resembles that of my true form,” Mia said softly, indicating behind her with her eyes.

“Ooooouuuuuuu… Ooooooooooooahhh!” The six-eyed dragon of Mia’s Thanatos form thrashed around on the floor as it let out another heart-stopping, terrifying roar. Huge globs of drool dripped from its mouth as it slammed its claws into the floor over and over.

“Since evolving into Thanatos, my mind has been plagued by waves of vicious hatred and a desire to destroy,” Mia explained. “I’ve clung desperately to my memories all this time, piecing together fragments to try and remind myself of how I thought before. And as such, I’ve operated under such an extreme misconception all this time. My original goal was not to exact revenge—it was to save this world from the tyranny of the Divine Voice’s reign. That truth was lost to me, but thankfully, I was able to remember it before the end. And I have you to thank for that, Illusia.”

‹Mia…›

“Illusia, I cannot ask that you bear my grudges or convictions for me. I denied it when you said it, but you were right. Killing the Divine Voice—the act in itself carries no meaning. It is to be a means, but not the end itself. You do not have to fight a battle you have no chance of winning for some grand, esoteric purpose like preventing the destruction of the future world. Instead, make protecting those you care about your purpose above all else, and carry that purpose with you into every fight. Never forget it.”

I didn’t know how to respond. All sorts of feelings were rising to the surface, jumbling together and leaving me speechless. Instead, I nodded, then bowed my head. 

“For so long, my true emotions have been shrouded by an all-consuming urge to destroy, leaving me empty and unfeeling. But that meal I shared with the three of you…that felt like the first time in a long time that I found myself truly having fun. I am forever grateful that you were the ones to free me from the Origin Matter. Thank you for offering me these final, beautiful memories.”

With that, Mia closed her eyes.

“You…said Umukahime still lives,” she murmured. “Heh heh, I suppose it is beyond me now, but if I could, I would have liked to see her one last time. My dear…Umukahime. You’ve been fighting hard all this time to make my wish come true.”

I’d mentioned Umukahime was safe before our battle. She’d seemed to brush it off at the time, so I assumed it was of little importance to her. But it looked like I was wrong. Mia had kept Umukahime in her heart all this time, all those years. I was glad to see it.

‹…Thank you, Mia.›


[image: ]


Mia’s eyes remained closed, but her usual small, clumsy smile danced across her lips. Then she, and the six-eyed dragon behind her, finally went still.

 

Gained 82,950 Experience Points. 

Title Skill “Walking Egg” Lv — activated: gained 82,950 Experience Points.

Oneiros Lv 145 has become Lv 150.

Oneiros has reached MAX Lv.

Gained Special Skill “Butterfly Dream” Lv —.

Evolution Requirements have been fulfilled.


Chapter 4:
The Sixth Evolution

 

Part 1

 

WITH THE BATTLE WITH MIA over at last, the three of us stepped outside the Skypiercing Spire once more. We buried Thanatos’s remains, cut a slab of stone from the forest, carved Mia’s name into it, and placed it on top of her grave as a makeshift gravestone.

‹Well…sorry for burying you in such a crude grave, Mia. With all the dangerous monsters prowling around, there’s no guarantee it’ll last long. But we can’t afford to linger.› I bowed my head before Mia’s grave. Allo and Treant followed suit.

‹You told me not to bear your grudges or convictions. But you didn’t start out fighting for revenge either. You fought for years to try and create a peaceful world free from the Divine Voice’s interference, right? So along with your Sacred Skill, I’m going to carry that wish along with me too. Maybe my own wish to protect the folks I care about feels small in comparison. But if taking down the Divine Voice and saving the world is what it takes to make it happen, then so be it. So…rest easy, Mia.›

Honestly, I had no clue if we even stood a chance against an enemy like the Divine Voice. But I’d gotten pulled into countless battles I never thought I’d have a chance of winning before, and this one was no different. A self-proclaimed god, huh? I’d do my best to—no, I would beat it.

The Divine Voice had said its goal was to raise a monster to be strong enough that it acquired the max level of Laplace Authority Interference, then use it to release another monster called Fallen who Laplace had sealed away long ago. As for why the Divine Voice wanted that…well, I had no clue.

Even so, the Divine Voice was probably an entity that operated within the systems of this world. At the very least, it could utilize skills just like the rest of us. The Divine Voice used the Spirit Servant skill, and even claimed to have Laplace Authority Interference itself. That meant it lived by the same rules the rest of us did. When its HP reached zero, it would die. And if it was considered a monster, it might even have a monster rank.

Laplace Authority Interference was a skill that couldn’t level up unless its owner got stronger. But it was unclear what counted as getting stronger to satisfy the necessary conditions to level up. Was it the number of Sacred Skills possessed? The owner’s rank? Their stats? I had no clue.

But for whatever reason, the Divine Voice couldn’t reach Laplace Authority Interference: Lv MAX itself. So to circumvent that, it needed to create a monster even stronger than itself. And despite the fact that I wasn’t loyal to the Divine Voice, it still seemed intent on keeping me alive and making me as strong as I could possibly get to serve as another data point in its research toward its goal. In other words, it clearly believed I had the potential to surpass the Divine Voice’s own power.

And the moment I crossed that line, my fangs would be reaching for its throat.

Of course, there was no telling what my odds of succeeding really were. But that wasn’t anything new either. I couldn’t run off with my tail between my legs because my opponent was a bit bigger and badder than the others.

After our fight with Mia, Allo’s level had gone from Lv: 106/130 to Lv: 109/130, while Treant’s went from Lv: 107/130 to Lv: 116/130. I was impressed that Allo had managed to jump three levels at once after reaching level 100, but Treant’s level jump was insane—nine levels at once? Holy cow! The damage it racked up with that Wood Counter must’ve helped a lot!

First, I checked Allo’s status.

 

Name: Allo

Species: Walpurgis

Status: Cursed

Lv: 109/130

HP: 92/92

MP: 28/3414

Attack: 1210

Defense: 965

Magic: 2292

Agility: 1101

Rank: A+

Special Skills:

Grecian Language: Lv 4

Undead: Lv —

Dark Type: Lv —

Body Morph: Lv 9

Privilege of the Dead: Lv —

Master of the Earth: Lv —

Evil Eye: Lv 7

Undead Maker: Lv —

Petrifying Gaze: Lv 7

Fly: Lv 3

Undying Darkness: Lv —

Black Wings of Malice: Lv —

Resistance Skills:

Debuff Immunity: Lv —

Physical Resistance: Lv 8

Magic Resistance: Lv 6

Halved Physical Damage: Lv —

Normal Skills:

Gale: Lv 8

Curse: Lv 6

Life Drain: Lv 7

Clay: Lv 7

Regenerate: Lv 8

Clay Doll: Lv 7

Mana Drain: Lv 8

Lingering Rope: Lv 7

Fog of the Dead: Lv 6

Charm: Lv 6

Wide Drain: Lv 6

Dark Sphere: Lv 6

Bloodsuck: Lv 7

Death: Lv 7

Illusion: Lv 7

Vampire Bat: Lv 7

Ravenous Venom Fangs: Lv 3

Dark Kaleidoscope: Lv 5

Soul Addition (Fake Life): Lv 4

Title Skills:

Demon King’s Underling: Lv —

Hollow Mage: Lv 8

Everlasting Body: Lv —

Undead Queen: Lv —

Undying Witch: Lv —

Final Evolution: Lv —

 

Dang. I already knew it was good, but looking at her stats again, that jump in magic power was just insane. It was well over two thousand now! Even Ruin—that slime jerk’s final form—had a magic stat just under two thousand.

While Ruin’s range, size, and raw power were its main strengths, in terms of pure numbers, Allo’s Dark Sphere could probably deal almost identical damage. And ignoring the big difference in MP cost, Allo could also use Dark Kaleidoscope to shoot off multiple attacks at once.

It was easy for me to disregard Allo’s gains when we were facing more and more powerful enemies at the same time, but she really was strong now. Her close-range power was probably off the charts compared to monsters of the same rank too. If she shot off a bunch of skills at once with Dark Kaleidoscope, she could probably kill monsters like Eldia or Beelzebub instantly.

Next, I looked at Treant’s status.

 

Species: World Treant

Status: Cursed, Tree Spirit Transformation: Lv 6

Lv: 116/130

HP: 987/5283

MP: 158/1420

Attack: 232 (464)

Defense: 1208 (2416)

Magic: 1074

Agility: 1212 (606)

Rank: A+

Special Skills:

Dark Type: Lv —

Grecian Language: Lv 3

Harden: Lv 7

Automatic HP Recovery: Lv 7

Automatic MP Recovery: Lv 6

Fly: Lv 4

Healing Drops: Lv 6

Stalwart Protector: Lv —

Gravity Compression: Lv 5

Soft Steps: Lv 5

Give Life: Lv —

World Tree Bark: Lv 5

Fairy Curse: Lv —

Solid Body: Lv —

Resistance Skills:

Physical Resistance: Lv 8

Falling Resistance: Lv 9

Magic Resistance: Lv 7

Normal Skills:

Take Root: Lv 5

Clay: Lv 5

Hi-Rest: Lv 6

Fire Sphere: Lv 7

Aqua Sphere: Lv 4

Clay Sphere: Lv 7

Wind Sphere: Lv 4

Telepathy: Lv 5

Gravity: Lv 6

Poison Cloud: Lv 4

Physical Barrier: Lv 6

Anti-Power: Lv 6

Decoy: Lv 6

Statue: Lv 6

Meteor Stomp: Lv 6

Tree Spirit Transformation: Lv 6

Berserk: Lv 5

Wood Strike: Lv 5

Wood Counter: Lv 5

Armor Break: Lv 5

Guard Lost: Lv 5

Clay Wall: Lv 5

Tremor: Lv 5

Heat Beam: Lv 6

Barkskin Armor: Lv 5

Reaper Seeds: Lv 5

Eternal Regrowth: Lv 5

Human Transformation: Lv 2

Title Skills:

Demon King’s Underling: Lv —

Devourer of the Fruit of Wisdom: Lv —

White Mage: Lv 7

Black Mage: Lv 7

Dragon’s Lost Property: Lv —

World Tree: Lv —

 

Because Treant was in its tree spirit form, its physical stats were cut in half for the time being. The stats in parentheses were its base stats.

Every time I saw Treant’s stats I was reminded of just how uneven they were. It was rare to see monsters with such extreme stat strengths and weaknesses. Treant’s HP and defense were crazy high, almost identical to my own max-level Legendary stats. Accounting for its Special Skill, World Tree Bark, its defense stat might have been even higher than mine now.

Well, Treant was also huge, had no speed, and didn’t have any ways to actively attack. Even with a defense stat that high, it could easily get taken down by an opponent of an equal rank.

Sorry, Treant, but while you’re a hard monster to deal with at first glance, you’re pretty easy to handle once your opponent has sized you up properly. It was slow and didn’t initiate attacks very often. If an opponent kept their distance, found a way to deal with its counter skills, and created a situation where they could attack it one-sidedly…well, that was pretty much all it took to deal with it.

Fortunately, Treant didn’t have to fight alone. With me and Allo backing it up, it could hide its weaknesses—its lack of mobility and initiative—and instead focus on making use of its strengths. And those strengths had proved their usefulness against the Origin Matter and Mia.

Finally, I checked my own status. 

 

Illusia

Species: Oneiros

Status: Normal

Lv: 150/150 (MAX)

HP: 271/5791

MP: 279/5969

Attack: 4420

Defense: 2658

Magic: 5415

Agility: 2706

Rank: L (Legendary)

Sacred Skills:

Human Realm Path: Lv —

Demi-God Realm Path: Lv —

Preta Realm Path: Lv —

Beast Realm Path: Lv —

Hell Realm Path: Lv —

Special Skills:

Dragon Scale: Lv 8

Divine Voice: Lv 8

Grecian Language: Lv 3

Fly: Lv 8

Dragon Scale Powder: Lv 8

Dark Type: Lv —

Wicked Dragon: Lv —

Automatic HP Recovery: Lv 8

Psychic Sense: Lv 5

Automatic MP Recovery: Lv 8

Valiant Soul: Lv —

Dragon Mirror: Lv —

Demon King’s Blessing: Lv —

Fearsome Gaze: Lv 1

Control: Lv 1

Magical Brainwashing: Lv 1

Butterfly Dream: Lv —

Resistance Skills:

Physical Resistance: Lv 5

Falling Resistance: Lv 6

Hunger Resistance: Lv 5

Poison Resistance: Lv 6

Loneliness Resistance: Lv 6

Magic Resistance: Lv 5

Dark Resistance: Lv 5

Fire Resistance: Lv 5

Fear Resistance: Lv 4

Asphyxiation Resistance: Lv 5

Paralysis Resistance: Lv 6

Illusion Immunity: Lv —

Instant Death Resistance: Lv 4

Curse Resistance: Lv 4

Confusion Resistance: Lv 3

Blinding Resistance: Lv 2

Petrify Resistance: Lv 2

Normal Skills:

Roll: Lv 7

View Status: Lv 7

Scorching Breath: Lv 7

Whistle: Lv 2

Dragon Punch: Lv 4

Diseased Breath: Lv 7

Venom Fangs: Lv 7

Paralyzing Venom Claws: Lv 6

Dragon Tail: Lv 2

Bellow: Lv 3

Celestial Fall: Lv 4

Earth Fall: Lv 2

Human Transformation: Lv 8

Whirlwind Slash: Lv 7

Neckbreaker: Lv 4

Hi-Rest: Lv 7

Regenerate: Lv 5

Sacrifice: Lv —

Death: Lv 7

Soul Addition (Fake Life): Lv 6

Holy: Lv 5

Telepathy: Lv 4

Wide Rest: Lv 5

Regen: Lv 5

Holy Sphere: Lv 5

Dark-Dispelling Flash: Lv 1

Dimension Claws: Lv 7

Illusion: Lv 8

Gravity: Lv 8

Dimension: Lv 8

Hell Gate: Lv 5

Gravidon: Lv 8

Mirror Counter: Lv 8

Ideal Weapon: Lv 9

Wormhole: Lv 1

Title Skills:

Dragon King’s Son: Lv —

Walking Egg: Lv —

Klutz: Lv 4

Just an Idiot: Lv 1

Infighter: Lv 4

Pest Killer: Lv 8

Liar: Lv 3

King of Evasion: Lv 2

Chicken Runner: Lv 3

Mr. Chef: Lv 4

Stalwart: Lv 4

Giant Killer: Lv 5

Ceramic Artisan: Lv 4

Clan Boss: Lv 1

Laplace Authority Interference: Lv 8

Foreknower of Eternity: Lv —

Ant King: Lv —

Hero: Lv MAX

Dream Dragon: Lv —

Demon King: Lv 6

 

I’d managed to max out my level in the battle with Mia. Given how high my max level was, I felt like I’d ended up with some crazy-high stats before I even had the chance to notice. I was also very curious about the new skill I’d picked up at my max level, Butterfly Dream.

 

Oneiros: Rank L (Legendary). Also called the Dream Dragon, the Oneiros is said to govern the world of dreams. It fights using powerful magic that allows it to manipulate light, gravity, and space. The magic unleashed by an Oneiros is said to transform a place into another world.

 

Oneiros was known as a Dream Dragon, and said to rule the world of dreams. Considering the skill name “Butterfly Dream” and the skills I picked up from evolving into an Oneiros, it was easy to assume this new skill had something to do with dreams or illusions of some kind. And considering it was a skill earned for maxing out my level as a Legendary monster, it had to be powerful.

But beyond that, I noticed something even more interesting: My Title Skill, Final Evolution, was gone.

Which meant…I could evolve one more time. And that would probably be my final evolution.

 

Part 2

 

FIRST, I DECIDED to check out my new Butterfly Dream skill. 

 

Special Skill “Butterfly Dream.” The ultimate re**** skill that swaps dre@/z and re***. user’s HP reaches zero when the skill, the boundary between…and the dream world blurs*** the real world. Banishes their ***/%. At that moment, the user %&*/* dream world and r3*w/35 in per///t condition. This ski// disa**ears after be*ng us// once.

 

It felt like a white-hot iron had laid itself across my head. My brain burned with pain and felt like it rattled around in my skill. My mouth fell open as my vision turned into a swirling riot of color, outlines melting and blending together.

Wh-what’s going on?! Was there some sort of trap set in that skill?!

It wouldn’t have been a surprise if the Divine Voice could do something like this. It had no shortage of cards in its hand to play. Still, I hadn’t expected it to be able to go this far.

“Ghh, graaaaaaoooooooooh!” I roared. Dimly, I could see several shapes rushing toward me before a strange light flashed in my face. Then the blurry outlines sharpened, and I could make out the figures of Allo and Treant.

“Are…are you okay, Master Dragon?!”

‹Master…! I cast Hi-Rest just now. Did that do anything…?›

S-so that light…was from Treant? The intense nausea and headache gradually began to ease.

Wh-what the heck? Was there something in this skill I wasn’t meant to see? No, wait. Maybe it wasn’t the skill’s fault… Maybe it was a side effect from getting Hell Realm Path or leveling up my Laplace Authority Interference? Still, talk about weird timing…

‹Sorry for freaking you guys out. I’m okay.› Thankfully, that weird burst of pain was only temporary.

But still…I figured I should test it out one more time to confirm checking the skill info was what caused it. Even if I couldn’t read the description, I should try to memorize as much of it as I could so I’d have some idea of what the skill did and why it did that to me.

 

Special Skill “Butterfly Dream.” The ultimate resurrection skill, which swaps dreams and reality. When the skill user’s HP reaches zero, the boundary between the real world and the dream world blurs. At that moment, the user banishes their own death to the dream world and revives in perfect condition. This skill disappears after being used once.

 

This time around, the skill’s description was perfectly readable.

Hmm… I still had no clue what’d caused that reaction earlier, but I doubted mulling it over would give me the answer.

Butterfly Dream was certainly unusual, but it didn’t seem related to any of my Sacred Skills; it just seemed like a typical—if powerful—Oneiros skill. For the time being, I pushed those questions aside and focused on the skill itself.

According to the description, Butterfly Dream would activate when I died to fully restore both my HP and MP. It was a single-use only skill, but still, the advantage it provided was completely broken: It basically let me double my HP and MP for any one battle. If I’d had Butterfly Dream for my fight with Lilyxila or Mia, I would’ve been able to take them down in relative safety.

Butterfly Dream seemed like a powerful skill, a fitting reward for reaching max level as an Oneiros. If I’d known it was coming, that on its own would’ve been a major reason for me to choose to evolve into Oneiros.

But dang, I definitely had to save this skill for my fight against the Divine Voice. And I couldn’t just blindly put all my trust in this skill to save my life. Not just because it’d only activate when I died—which meant I couldn’t exactly test it out ahead of time—but also because it came with that super weird headache and that weird feeling. It could very well just be a Trojan horse the Divine Voice had put in place to trick me. Worst-case scenario, maybe it’d only heal me so the Divine Voice could take over my body afterward.

The Divine Voice’s ultimate goal was to create a monster more powerful than itself, powerful enough to gain Laplace Authority Interference: Lv MAX, and use it to resurrect that Fallen guy. But there was no guarantee that this monster would obey the Divine Voice. When I thought about it that way, it’d make sense for the Divine Voice to grant me some sort of disguised skill to brainwash me as a countermeasure. If we followed this worst-case scenario to its conclusion, instead of defeating the Divine Voice, I might end up being the one to destroy the world myself.

Of course, this was all conjecture. But while I didn’t know what would really happen, it felt wise to stay vigilant instead of simply celebrating my new Butterfly Dream skill. It felt obvious, really, but unless I was really driven into a corner with no way to escape, I wasn’t going to incorporate Butterfly Dream into any battle strategy moving forward.

There was one more thing I needed to check on: my next, and likely my final, evolution. This was the evolution with which I needed to take down the Divine Voice.

The Sacred Skills were modeled after the six realms of Buddhism. I now possessed five of them, meaning there was likely one more—the final Sacred Skill, Heaven Realm Path. Maybe it would be better to focus on collecting them all before I evolved, but I needed to get back to my world as quickly as possible and defeat the Divine Voice’s Spirit Servants. The existence of a Heaven Realm Path was just a hypothesis at this point anyway. Not even Mia seemed to know its location, or even that it existed. I didn’t have time to waste searching far and wide for something I didn’t even know existed.

 

Display Evolution options?

 

The message appeared in my mind. I closed my eyes, then nodded.

 

Future:

Python: Rank L+ (Legendary+)

Nu: Rank L+ (Legendary+)

Azi Dahaka: Rank L+ (Legendary+)

Apocalypse: Rank L+ (Legendary+)

Kronos: Rank L (Legendary)

 

Current:

Oneiros: Rank L (Legendary)

 

Past:

Ouroboros: Rank A

Plague Dragon: Rank B-

Young Plague Dragon: Rank D+

Baby Dragon: Rank D-

Dragon Egg: Rank F

 

Python…Nu…Azi Dahaka…Apocalypse…and Kronos. Now I had to decide between five freakin’ evolutionary paths?! And the one I chose was going to decide…everything.

It’d be a lot easier to decide with a few less options, but more than anything, my top priority was choosing an evolution that could kill the Divine Voice—the stronger the better.

Even so, I doubted the Divine Voice had any inherent weaknesses. It could even use Spirit Servant—a skill I’d thought could only be used by the Saint—and completely ignore that skill’s original two-unit limit to keep four Spirit Servants at once. Since the Divine Voice was bragging about using them to wreak havoc across the entire world too, I could assume the distance limits Lilyxila’s Spirit Servants had dealt with didn’t apply either.

Considering the Divine Voice’s all-powerful abilities, it wouldn’t surprise me if it had every skill at its disposal. In fact, it felt sensible to assume as much. And in that case, it would be smart to avoid evolutions with skills that could be nullified by any enemy skills.

Well, I wouldn’t know for sure until I was in the actual fight, but still…better keep it in mind.

 

Python: Rank L+ (Legendary+). A dragon believed to personify the earth itself. It is said that the very land of this world was formed by Python’s power. Legend tells of its fury causing the earth to split, plunging an entire nation into the abyss below. Can form entire armies of monsters from mud, as well as create clones of itself. Boasts formidable stats and skills, but lacks speed. 

 

Legendary+, huh…? Interesting. Python seemed focused on ground-based skills, making up for its lack of mobility by crushing its enemies with powerful area attacks.

To be frank, these anecdotes in the evolution descriptions weren’t worth considering as pros or cons for any of them. The same rang true for my previous evolutions. The most important things from Python’s description were the fact that it could create clones for area attacks and that it had an abundance of useful, versatile skills. Its stats didn’t seem bad either, although low agility wouldn’t be great… And as an earth type, I’d probably get a bunch of Clay skills.

Python had some significant advantages, but agility was easily the most crucial stat to have, so Python’s slow movement was a major drawback.

 

Nu: Rank L+ (Legendary+). A dragon believed to be the origin of all life. It is said that all of existence sprang from waters controlled by the Nu. Wields white magic far beyond the scope of human ability. Every tear it sheds is an elixir of rejuvenation. It is said that any who consume its flesh are granted the power of immortality. Excels in healing and recovery magic, but is lacking in offensive capabilities.

 

Nu… A recovery type, huh? Well, I didn’t think the Divine Voice was the kind of foe I could beat through brute force alone. Having the ability to drag the battle out so I could gather intel on how to take it down would be a definite plus. Still, low offense would make for a massive bottleneck.

 

It is said that long ago, Nu, despairing at the abhorrent and disgraceful state of the life he had created, flooded the entire world, returning it to the nothingness from which it once came.

 

U-uhh, isn’t this thing supposed to be weak in offense…?

W-well, I mean, I didn’t know how big the world was before it flooded. And even if it was weaker in offense, it was still an L+ rank. It couldn’t be too weak, right? Besides, these legends weren’t super reliable anyway. I should just keep in mind that it was a recovery-specialized evolution. I wouldn’t know anything else for sure unless I evolved into it.

 

Azi Dahaka: Rank L+ (Legendary+). A three-headed Wicked Dragon. Its heads are said to control pain, suffering, and death respectively. Beyond its ability to cast large-scale magic attacks continuously with its three heads, it is also endowed with a vicious poison. Any drop of Azi Dahaka’s blood that falls to the ground will create a toxic swamp which lasts a thousand years, through which no manner of monster may cross.

 

Well, this guy sure seemed dangerous… A multi-headed dragon with magic and poison abilities? Interesting…

Azi Dahaka’s tricky fighting style reminded me of Oneiros’s to a certain point, although it seemed like it leaned into it even more than my Oneiros form did. Still, the question remained: Would trickery and poison skills even work against the Divine Voice?

Of course, the prospect of another multi-headed dragon evolution made me think of Partner. But I’d already confirmed the last time I evolved that Partner wouldn’t come back if I evolved into a multi-headed dragon again… And to be honest, that made me want to avoid this evolution. Suddenly sprouting two new personalities seemed like more trouble than it was worth, so I couldn’t say I was exactly eager to evolve into Azi Dahaka either. Partner had ended up being a good companion, so it’d worked out okay, but I couldn’t even imagine having to cohabitate with two brand-new personalities at this point. I’d do it if I had to, but I didn’t really see Azi Dahaka having any major advantages over the other evolutions anyway.

 

Apocalypse: Rank L+ (Legendary+). The dragon foretold to appear at the end of the world in the final line of the Church of the Holy God’s prophecy, which states “a crimson-black calamity will sweep across the world overnight, engulfing everything in the scorching flames of Hell.” But it is Apocalypse’s razor-sharp fangs and claws that truly instill terror in all who behold its great and terrible figure.

 

It felt a little late to say this now, but dang, all these evolutions were freakin’ insane… The Church of the Holy God was Lilyxila’s religious group, right? If I evolved into Apocalypse, there was no way the humans would ever let me step foot in their settlements again… Then again, that was probably true of any of these evolutions.

The whole “dragon who shows up at the end of the world” thing sounded a little ominous, but I’d already told myself not to take much stock in the legend stuff. Still, I didn’t have much information on Apocalypse outside of that. It seemed like a dangerous dragon—that much was clear—but I probably couldn’t expect many particularly unique skills from that evolution.

 

Kronos: Rank L (Legendary). A golden dragon known as the God of Time and Space, Kronos bends space and time to its will. It can literally rewind time, distort space to create illusory clones of itself, and unleash attacks that can penetrate all defenses. However, its physical strength leaves much to be desired. Humans who witnessed Kronos’s might long ago believed this dragon to be a god.

 

Hmm… Rewind time, huh? I didn’t know how far back it could go or how much that entailed, but regardless, it sounded like an insane skill. Still, its physical abilities didn’t seem that great. I guess that was the catch for having super OP time-rewinding abilities. And above all, it was only a Legendary rank—one rank lower than the others, and the same rank I was right now.

Honestly, I wasn’t entirely sure how the whole evolution thing worked. If I evolved into Kronos, would I have room to evolve again? Or would that be my final form? I didn’t know if I’d have enough time to grind enough Experience Points to evolve again either.

There was also still the option of not evolving until I got the Heaven Realm Path. But if I went that route, I’d have to fight all those Spirit Servants on the surface with my current stats—and I didn’t even know if the Heaven Realm Path actually existed.

I didn’t have a whole lot of information to go on here. But regardless, I needed to choose.

More than anything, I found myself wishing I could get some sound advice from my far more knowledgeable senior, Mia. If I wasn’t careful, I could end up on an evolutionary path that would twist my mental state, like Thanatos did with her. Whether or not it was the deciding factor in which evolution I’d choose, I needed to factor that possibility into my decision.

 

Part 3

 

PYTHON COULD USE POWERFUL, large-scale ­attacks, but lacked speed.

Nu excelled at healing, but lacked offensive abilities.

Azi Dahaka was a three-headed dragon skilled in magic and poison.

Apocalypse was a bit of a mystery, but seemed to shine in close combat.

Kronos possessed vicious skills, but was the same rank as me and had less than ideal stats.

Each of my five options for evolution came with distinct strengths and weaknesses. If I focused on strengths alone, they were area attacks, healing abilities, status effect trickery, close combat, and unique skills, respectively.

Man…this was tough. Honestly, I’d want to choose ’em all if I could.

On the other hand, their weaknesses in order were slow speed, low power, new and separate personalities, slim hopes of new game-changing skills, and low stats. With Azi Dahaka in particular, on top of the two new personalities tacked to mine, the fact that it specialized in backhanded skills like poison made me worry its status wouldn’t have much else to offer. But that was pure speculation.

Unsure of which evolution I wanted, I decided to consult with Allo and Treant.

‹Hmm… That is certainly a dilemma, Master…› 

We all stood in a circle at the base of the tower, heads close together. Figuring three heads was better than one, I let Allo borrow a bit of my MP to recover, then had her use Dark Kaleidoscope to create her two clones.

‹But worrying yourself over every option won’t do any good,› Treant said. ‹You should make a clean, decisive choice here and stick with it. After all, no matter how long you mull it over, there are still plenty of unknown variables, right? We don’t know what tricks the Divine Voice has up its sleeve.›

Treant had a point, but I still didn’t feel like I could go ahead and decide on one just like that. I wanted my decision to be based in some sort of logic, even if it ended up being off the mark in the end anyway. After all, the decision I made here would play a huge part in determining my fate.

‹How about Python? It’s an earth type, and I feel a certain degree of kinship with them! If it’s a slower monster, it probably has a lot of health and defense, don’t you think? You’d be able to survive any sudden ambushes! That feels like a big perk!› Treant’s eyes shone hopefully.

‹Er… I get what you’re saying, Treant, but to be honest, I think Python’s my worst option…›

‹O-oh… I see…› Treant’s shoulders slumped.

Sorry, Treant…

They were handy, but area-of-effect attacks weren’t a huge priority, and Python’s slow speed was too much of a drawback. I could compensate for Treant’s slowness by carrying it around, but if I slowed down too, we’d both be out of luck.

‹Still, I do want my next evolution to be a relatively sturdy dragon,› I mused. Python probably was pretty durable. I’d kind of glossed over that before. It was definitely worth considering, but still, that low agility stat was a major problem. Low agility meant I’d be way less responsive. Sure, Python was sturdy, but that was basically just a trade-off for being slow and easy to hit. I’d have to have stats as geared for defense as Treant’s to even have a chance at pulling off a tank build like that.

I didn’t think Python could handle the Divine Voice’s attacks. And if I didn’t have the power to be a mainline attacker, I doubted we’d be able to chip away its HP enough to beat it.

‹But you’re right, Treant. We don’t know what kind of tricks the Divine Voice has up its sleeve. Maybe it’ll come out swinging with some skill meant to kill us in one hit. I need some degree of defensive ability, at least…›

I probably wouldn’t kill the Divine Voice just by spamming attack skills. No, I needed to observe it, understand its true nature, and create an opening to strike. To do that, I needed a way to not get killed while I was busy observing it. In that sense, Nu’s powerful healing abilities made it a top contender. Its lack of offensive ability was a huge drawback, though.

“We agree, Master Dragon,” Allo chimed in.

“Yep!” said one of her clones. “Sorry for borrowing your MP, but…”

“In return, we’ve looked at this from a few different perspectives,” the third Allo said, “and I think we’ve reached a conclusion.” 

‹Oh? Tell me.›

The three Allos nodded, then spoke in unison.

“You should pick Kronos for its skills.”

“Apocalypse is the safest choice.”

“Go with Azi Dahaka!”

…So much for that conclusion.

The Allos all glared at each other. “How could you two say that with your entire chests?”

“Kronos? Really?! How can you think Kronos is the best option here?!”

“I changed my mind! Go with Azi Dahaka!”

Treant covered its face with its tree spirit wing and gave a deep sigh.

Yeah…for being clones, those three sure were polar opposites. It was almost impressive how out of sync they were. Dark Kaleidoscope had some weird quirks, that’s for sure.

‹W-well, you can certainly approach this from many different angles…› Treant offered as a pitiful attempt to smooth the tension. The three Allos turned to Treant and all glared at it at once, causing it to shrink away and take a step back. They were perfectly in sync on that, at least…

‹It’s not bad for you all to have different opinions,› I said. ‹Could you all take turns explaining why you arrived at the conclusions you did?›

The first Allo began. “U-uh, well, I think Kronos is the best choice because you’ll get a bunch of unique skills. I don’t think we’ll be able to take down the Divine Voice by any conventional means. We should have ways to beat it that aren’t reliant on stats. We can’t overpower the Divine Voice. We need to outwit it.”

I see… She was totally right. She thoroughly explained her logic too.

Kronos’s time-bending abilities and defense-piercing attacks would offer me a fighting chance against the Divine Voice no matter what abilities it had. While the prospect of having low stats made me nervous, it seemed like they’d be well compensated for.

“What’re you talking about? Those fancy skills are just compensating for its weak stats,” the second Allo protested. “Master Dragon, you know that. The most powerful skills aren’t flashy ones, they’re the ones that make up for low speed or damage! Hyper-specific skills are useless once your opponent figures out how to deal with them!” She really rattled that off at breakneck speed. I’d thought the Allo triplets were pretty much in agreement about the first Allo’s stance, so this sudden outburst really threw me off.

‹O-oh, well… Y-yeah, maybe you have a point there.› She wasn’t wrong, at the very least.

Mia’s Eclipse was flashy and powerful, but it wasn’t that difficult to deal with out in the open. Its beams were fast, but it took a long time for the skill to activate, meaning opponents had plenty of time to put some distance between themselves and the Eclipse orb in the meantime. You could force your enemy into a corner, but it wasn’t particularly effective unless you had a huge tank of MP to throw into it. Eclipse was powerful, but limited in its usefulness. In fact, it felt like the temporary speed boost from Godspeed Flash was the far greater threat in that battle.

“If your stats are high to begin with, you don’t really need a bunch of fancy skills,” added the second Allo. “Your first priority is securing attack and recovery methods, but you already have those. So you should go with Apocalypse because there’s a good chance its stats are really high. Kronos is out of the question! Even if you get a few unusual skills, there’s no way an all-knowing being like the Divine Voice won’t know about it already! Relying on skills it’s probably already aware of in the hopes that it won’t know how to respond to them is just way too risky.”

The first Allo gave her a disapproving frown. “You’re being too blunt with Master Dragon! It’s rude! And you can’t just assume none of the skills will work! We don’t even know what skills Kronos would get!”

“Of course I’m being blunt. This is a huge decision, and Master Dragon needs all the facts. And that’s exactly why I’m saying this: We don’t know what skills Kronos comes with. What if, on top of the low stats, his new skills are useless? Look, we won’t know what the new skills are either way, so it’s useless to base your opinion on the fact that it has them. No need to get all worked up!”

“Sorry, Master Dragon! I’ll shut that one up for you!” The Team Kronos Allo lunged at the Team Apocalypse Allo. 

The team Apocalypse Allo deftly dodged her reaching arm, then looked at me, brow nervously furrowed. “What?! I’m not wrong! Besides, Master Dragon usually sticks to his simpler Oneiros skills. Even if he got some weird new skills from Kronos, I doubt he’d use ’em enough to master them anyway…” 

“M-Master Dragon, ignore her! I don’t think that! Y-you fake! Time to go back to where you came from!”

“H-hey, cut it out! Don’t pull my hair! I’m just being honest! What’s wrong with that?!”

The two Allos squared off against each other with just their bare fists. Soon, they tangled together and fell, wrestling on the ground. 

‹H-hey, you two, calm down! I get your point! And, I mean, it’s true that I haven’t been using my Oneiros skills much! Okay? I agree, it’s something I should consider. So quit fighting!›

Team Apocalypse Allo glared at Team Kronos Allo with a triumphant “See? I told you!” sneer.

Team Kronos Allo sheepishly looked away, then turned to me. “I-I just didn’t like the way she was talking to you, Master Dragon! It was disrespectful! That’s why I called her out! But you’re siding with her anyway?!” She pointed an accusing finger at team Apocalypse Allo.

‹Allo, relax. That Allo’s part of you too. Now, then…› I turned to the final Allo. ‹Mind telling me why you’re voting for Azi Dahaka? I haven’t heard from you yet.›

Regardless of the drama, both Allos made good points. Until now, I’d been leaning toward Nu, with its better recovery abilities, but now I was starting to think maybe Kronos or Apocalypse might be the better choice.

Unfortunately for Treant, Python still seemed like a dragon evolution best avoided. Right now, for me, Kronos and Apocalypse were tied for first, with Nu a close second, and Python far below that. But I really wanted to hear the Team Azi Dahaka Allo’s take too.

But for some reason, the third Allo didn’t respond. I tried again. ‹Allo…?›

“Wha? Oh, sorry, you meant me.” Team Azi Dahaka Allo, finally noticing my pointed look, lifted her head and scratched at her cheek with her pointer finger, seeming a little embarrassed that she didn’t notice me until now. She must’ve been focused on the two quarreling Allos.

“Um, well, I just thought…there are three of us, and you’d have three heads, so…it’d be a perfect match?” Her cheeks flushed red and she gave me a bashful smile.

Oh. That’s…not really a performance-based opinion, is it…

The other two Allos, busy staring daggers at each other until now, suddenly went pale. They surrounded the team Azi Dahaka Allo and glared at her.

“H-huh? What’s wrong, you two…?”

The other two inched closer bit by bit until their faces were millimeters apart. “H-how dare you say something so indecent in front of Master Dragon?! What’s wrong with you?!”

“We’re having a serious debate here, and you’re just gonna chime in with that selfish, embarrassing opinion? Seriously? Everyone’s waiting for us back in our world, you know!”

“I-I’m sorry, I’m sorry! I couldn’t think of how what Master Dragon chose would affect things…I’m not smart enough to know that stuff. So I just…picked the one that I thought would make me the happiest! But, um, I’m not dead set on Azi Dahaka, so…!”

The other two Allos grabbed the team Azi Dahaka Allo. “Hold her tight! Seriously, it’s time for her to go!”

“H-hey! Quit your struggling!”

“Wait! Wait! Master Dragon, um, just please, consider it, oka—” With a flash of black light, team Azi Dahaka Allo turned back into a mass of black magic and was sucked back into the Team Kronos Allo’s body. Apparently Team Kronos Allo was the original.

‹Hmph… It seems like only one of your clones retains its ability to think logically,› Treant muttered.

I lightly flicked Treant’s head with a single toe of my front paw to admonish it for being rude.

At this point, thanks to Treant and the Allo triplets’ help, I’d narrowed my options down to three evolutions. Python, Treant’s favorite, unfortunately didn’t make the cut because of its lacking agility. While its sturdiness and power were impressive, from my experience, it felt like I couldn’t fully utilize its strengths without decent agility. Monsters lacking speed tended to be better at reliably taking down weaker opponents, rather than stronger ones. Its large area-of-effect skills had some appeal, but they fell short compared to my other options.

The third Allo’s favorite, Azi Dahaka, had its strengths and weaknesses, but I couldn’t see a reason why I’d pick it over the others. I wasn’t really keen on the idea of evolving into another multi-headed dragon, and it fell short in terms of unique skill possibilities compared to Kronos as well.

That left the recovery-focused Nu, the melee-focused Apocalypse, and the high-skill possibilities but low-rank and low-stat Kronos. All three of them felt like strong candidates… However, because I’d picked up some powerful healing magic from Ouroboros, the benefits of evolving into another healing dragon like Nu may not be as great as I thought.

I already had Hi-Rest, Regenerate, Wide Rest, Regen, and my auto-heal skill, so I was already well equipped on healing magic. I still used most of those skills pretty often, especially in Ngai Forest.

I was sure I’d get some new, even more powerful healing skills from evolving into an L+ rank healer. But I already had the basics covered, and that’s plenty for now. Plus, I could fully recover once over with Butterfly Dream if things got dicey. I couldn’t say I fully trusted it, but still—it felt like I had all the recovery skills I needed.

‹So with that in mind, I guess it’s between Apocalypse and Kronos…› I murmured. Should I prioritize Kronos’s time manipulation skills, or Apocalypse’s high stats?

“Kronos… Go with Kronos, Master Dragon! It’s gotta have some kind of skill that can catch the Divine Voice off guard!” Team Kronos Allo pleaded.

“Use your logic and think about it, Master Dragon. Sure, a single skill can turn the tide of a battle if you’re lucky. But wouldn’t having higher stats from the start give you a much more stable chance at victory? It doesn’t matter what unconventional skills you have on your side if you don’t have the stats to compete.” Team Apocalypse Allo sounded almost reproachful as she delivered her logical tirade.

‹Yeah… You’re right. I think I’ll go with Apocalypse.› Team Apocalypse Allo’s logic felt the most reasonable. Plus, if Apocalypse was supposed to have good physical stats, I could expect not just decent offensive ability, but decent defense as well. Although I wouldn’t get Nu’s recovery skills, I felt like combining my Ouroboros recovery skills with Apocalypse’s physical stats would make me plenty tough enough. 

Agility, damage, and endurance reigned king. Thanks to my Oneiros evolution, I also had a solid set of useful attack skills. I’d still probably get a couple of new skills from Apocalypse, but I felt like prioritizing stats over Kronos’s skills was the better choice here.

I felt some lingering concern over whether the Apocalypse form would have any negative effects on my mental state, like Thanatos did for Mia. But nothing in Apocalypse’s description hinted at any sort of psychological repercussions from choosing it as my next evolution.

Besides, Mia said that while the hatred and resentment she felt toward the Divine Voice had played a part in the negative mental effects she suffered from evolving into Thanatos, the root cause was the effects of the Mad God condition warping her psyche. If I avoided Apocalypse purely based on that reasoning, there was no reason to assume any of my other evolutions were safe either. With that in mind, I decided it was unwise to base my decision on that single factor. 

Team Kronos Allo’s shoulders slumped in disappointment and she let out a soft groan. Team Apocalypse Allo crossed her arms, then turned to team Kronos Allo with a smug grin.

To be honest, what Team Apocalypse Allo had said earlier about me sticking to my basic skills kind of stung. But…there was a good reason for that! Lots of enemies had resistance to illusion skills, and Hell Gate was stupid expensive and slow to activate, so of course I couldn’t use it willy-nilly…and Wormhole had a super slow activation time, and you could tell where the exit portal was gonna be, so I’d never found any practical uses for it.

Well, Origin Matter had found a way to use it. But only because it barely moved itself, and it had that long-range, high-damage Dark Ray skill it could rapid-fire at me as much as it wanted. I couldn’t do that. Waiting around for Wormhole to activate and restricting my movements afterward was just a pain in the neck.

S-so, I mean, it wasn’t like I’d had many options…

Team Apocalypse Allo gave me a hard look, as if she was reading my thoughts.

‹Urk…!› I-I didn’t think she’d have Telepathy…

Team Kronos Allo immediately grabbed Team Apocalypse Allo from the back. “Sorry, Master Dragon! I’ll put this clone away!”

“W-wait! I, um, still have something I want to say to Master Drag—”

Before she could finish, the team Apocalypse Allo dissolved into black light and returned to team Kronos Allo’s body. With that, Allo was back to her usual, one-person self.

‹You know, Allo…if there’s something you want to tell me, you can just say it. There’s no need to hold back.›

“N-no! I don’t! That girl’s not me!” Allo protested, shaking her head vigorously.

The real Allo didn’t seem to like her much, but I felt like the other Allo’s opinions were usually pretty useful. I hoped she summoned her again soon…

I closed my eyes. All right. My next evolution was Apocalypse. I could wait to evolve until it was absolutely necessary…but I wanted to do some leveling in Ngai Forest before we returned to the surface world. I should probably just do it now and get it over with.

 

Apocalypse: Rank L+ (Legendary+). The dragon foretold to appear at the end of the world in the final line of the Church of the Holy God’s prophecy. It states “a crimson-black calamity will sweep across the world overnight, engulfing all in the scorching flames of Hell.” But it is Apocalypse’s razor-sharp fangs and claws that truly instill terror in all who behold its great and terrible figure.

 

The moment I made my decision to evolve, heat surged through my entire body. My skin hardened, and my entire body began to shrink. As the pressure inside me intensified, my body temperature rose to new heights. Blood, flesh, and bone melted into a hot, viscous sludge. But strangely, I didn’t feel any pain.

Then, I felt my body rapidly expand, like a bomb was going off inside me.

“Ooo…oohhh… Grooooooooaaaah!” I threw my head back and roared. The sound thundered through the clearing, making the very earth quake around us.

 

Special Skill “Dragon Scale” Lv 8 has become Lv 9.

Special Skill “Psychic Sense” Lv 5 has become Lv 7.

Gained Resistance Skill “Instant Death Immunity” Lv —.

Gained Resistance skill “Curse Immunity” Lv —.

Due to Title Skill “Dragon King” Lv —, all Resistance Skill levels have increased.
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I felt my body becoming stronger, more resilient. Instant Death Immunity and Curse Immunity…hmm. Honestly, those skills didn’t strike me as super crucial. In my experience, instant death and curse skills didn’t usually work on stronger opponents. I guessed it was better to have them than not, though. Who knew, maybe the Divine Voice or its Spirit Servants would try to use ’em.

 

Normal Skill “Paralyzing Venom Claws” Lv 6 has become Lv 7.

Normal Skill “Dragon Tail” Lv 2 has become Lv 4.

Normal Skill “Regenerate” Lv 5 has become Lv 6.

Normal Skill “Death” Lv 7 has become Lv 8.

Normal Skill “Hell Gate” Lv 5 has become Lv 6.

 

Guess my Normal Skills were getting a boost too. More than anything, I was glad that Regenerate was included in that mix. I was more interested in what my new skills would end up being though…

 

Gained Normal Skill “Cursed Knight” Lv 4.

Gained Normal Skill “Limbo” Lv 4.

Gained Normal Skill “Dis” Lv 4.

Gained Normal Skill “Cocytus” Lv 4.

Gained Normal Skill “Sound of the End” Lv —.

Gained Title Skill “Final Evolution” Lv —.

 

Hmm. Seemed like I had a set of dangerous new skills. No Special Skills this time, huh? Just Normal Skills? I wasn’t expecting this many, to be honest. Still, I felt pretty confident with the skills I already had, so I doubted the new ones would change much.

My eyes seemed much further from the ground after my evolution. They weren’t quite at Treant’s World Treant height, but I guessed I was about 50 percent taller now. 

I looked down at Allo and tree spirit Treant at my feet. They looked back up at me with somewhat anxious expressions.

‹…What? Do I look that scary?› I asked.

Treant immediately snapped to attention, flapping its wings in a panic. ‹N-no! Not at all! You look…really cool, actually!›

Suddenly, I noticed my field of vision felt wider than before. I blinked, then realized I had eyes on my forehead as well.

‹Mirror Counter.› A shimmering, magic barrier appeared in front of me. My reflection stared back at me from its mirrorlike surface.

My body was sharp and angular, with striped crimson and black skin and large, twisted horns like a devil’s. A pale blue mane stretched from my head down the crest of my back. My wings were wide enough to cover my entire back and marked with eerie patterns that resembled eyes. A large, eyeball-like crystal adorned the tip of my thick tail.

I looked down at the hooked claws at the end of my long forelegs. My legs themselves looked almost birdlike—like a raven’s, but far thicker and more muscular. My claws were a sickly, poisonous purple, and I instinctively knew even grazing someone weaker than me with the concentrated poison inside them could prove fatal.

I gave a wry smile and noticed the razor-sharp fangs lining my mouth. Each one was like a sinister, curved blade.

‹Yeah…there goes my chance at ever living among humans again…› I mumbled. While I could maintain my human form for a while, if anyone ever caught a glimpse of my true form, that’d be the end of it. My human form tended to resemble my original dragon form to some degree anyway. As an Apocalypse dragon, I figured my human form would have some…distinct traits, at least.

Apocalypse, huh… Well, it certainly lived up to its name. It had a certain gravitas befitting a monster whose very appearance was believed to bring about the end of the world.

Looks aside, I was relieved to find out Apocalypse didn’t seem to have any of the strange mental effects Mia experienced with Thanatos.

“D-don’t worry, Master Dragon! Um…if any human settlements refuse to accept you, I’ll make ’em!” Allo declared, clenching her fists in what seemed like an attempt to comfort me.

‹Uhh…please don’t?!› Either way, I felt like we were a little past the stage of asking permission to enter human settlements.

I had to stop the Divine Voice. If I failed, then tens of millions of lives would be left at its mercy—and it’d eventually revive Fallen and destroy the world.

But now that I thought about it, evolving into Apocalypse—the very dragon said to appear at the end of the world, according to the Church of the Holy God’s doctrine—didn’t exactly bode well. I couldn’t exactly change my mind about my evolution based on a mere superstition, but if I ended up breaking Fallen’s seal, well…the prophecy would come true.

Well, regardless, I’d better check my status.

 

Illusia

Species: Apocalypse

Status: Normal

Lv: 1/175

HP: 363/2979

MP: 358/2411

Attack: 2575

Defense: 1421

Magic: 1697

Agility: 1651

Rank: L+ (Legendary+)

Sacred Skills:

Human Realm Path: Lv —

Demi-God Realm Path: Lv —

Preta Realm Path: Lv —

Beast Realm Path: Lv —

Hell Realm Path: Lv —

Special Skills:

Dragon Scale: Lv 9

Divine Voice: Lv 8

Grecian Language: Lv 3

Fly: Lv 8

Dragon Scale Powder: Lv 8

Dark Type: Lv —

Wicked Dragon: Lv —

Automatic HP Recovery: Lv 8

Psychic Sense: Lv 7

Automatic MP Recovery: Lv 8

Valiant Soul: Lv —

Dragon Mirror: Lv —

Demon King’s Blessing: Lv —

Fearsome Gaze: Lv 1

Control: Lv 1

Magical Brainwashing: Lv 1

Butterfly Dream: Lv —

Resistance Skills:

Physical Resistance: Lv 6

Falling Resistance: Lv 7

Hunger Resistance: Lv 6

Poison Resistance: Lv 7

Loneliness Resistance: Lv 7

Magic Resistance: Lv 6

Dark Resistance: Lv 6

Fire Resistance: Lv 6

Fear Resistance: Lv 5

Asphyxiation Resistance: Lv 6

Paralysis Resistance: Lv 7

Illusion Immunity: Lv —

Instant Death Immunity: Lv —

Curse Immunity: Lv —

Confusion Resistance: Lv 4

Blinding Resistance: Lv 3

Petrify Resistance: Lv 3

Normal Skills:

Roll: Lv 7

View Status: Lv 7

Scorching Breath: Lv 7

Whistle: Lv 2

Dragon Punch: Lv 4

Diseased Breath: Lv 7

Venom Fangs: Lv 7

Paralyzing Venom Claws: Lv 7

Dragon Tail: Lv 4

Bellow: Lv 3

Celestial Fall: Lv 4

Earth Fall: Lv 2

Human Transformation: Lv 8

Whirlwind Slash: Lv 7

Neckbreaker: Lv 4

Hi-Rest: Lv 7

Regenerate: Lv 6

Sacrifice: Lv —

Death: Lv 8

Soul Addition (Fake Life): Lv 6

Holy: Lv 5

Telepathy: Lv 4

Wide Rest: Lv 5

Regen: Lv 5

Holy Sphere: Lv 5

Dark-Dispelling Flash: Lv 1

Dimension Claws: Lv 7

Illusion: Lv 8

Gravity: Lv 8

Dimension: Lv 8

Hell Gate: Lv 6

Gravidon: Lv 8

Mirror Counter: Lv 8

Ideal Weapon: Lv 9

Wormhole: Lv 1

Cursed Knight: Lv 4

Limbo: Lv 4

Dis: Lv 4

Cocytus: Lv 4

Sound of the End: Lv —

Title Skills:

Dragon King’s Son: Lv —

Walking Egg: Lv —

Klutz: Lv 4

Just an Idiot: Lv 1

Infighter: Lv 4

Pest Killer: Lv 8

Liar: Lv 3

King of Evasion: Lv 2

Chicken Runner: Lv 3

Mr. Chef: Lv 4

Stalwart: Lv 4

Giant Killer: Lv 5

Ceramic Artisan: Lv 4

Clan Boss: Lv 1

Laplace Authority Interference: Lv 8

Foreknower of Eternity: Lv —

Ant King: Lv —

Hero: Lv MAX

Dream Dragon: Lv —

Demon King: Lv 6

Final Evolution: Lv —

 

Yup, my stats were about what I expected. My magic was a little low, but in exchange, my attack, defense, and agility were all super high.

Still, my magic stat wasn’t that low. Maybe magic attacks wouldn’t be battle-finishing moves, but my stats were well suited toward what’d been my main strategy until now: Keep enemies at bay with ranged magic skills, then swoop in and give ’em a beating.

 

Part 4

 

WITH MY BASIC STATUS out of the way, I decided to check out the details of my new skills.

The new skills I’d gotten from Apocalypse were Cursed Knight, Limbo, Dis, Cocytus, and Sound of the End. Their names all seemed rather ominous, but I guess that was no surprise. Unlike Oneiros, this evolution was a straight-up Wicked Dragon type. 

 

Normal Skill “Cursed Knight.” A knight borne from a mass of magic and imbued with a powerful curse. When hit, or when it successfully lands an attack against its target, the knight explodes, scattering its curse throughout the surrounding area. The curse can inflict a variety of effects like starvation or frenzy, and can kill targets with low magic power. In some cases, the curse may even allow its user to control the target’s body.

 

I see… Interesting. So it was less about creating knights and more like I was making glass cannons that exploded on impact? Depending on my enemy’s resistances or magic power, I could also aim to inflict things like Berserk, Death, or Master’s Demonic Gaze…

Status effects skills often felt useless, because most powerful enemies had resistances to a lot of them anyway. Combining an attack move with multiple status effects, though…it actually felt like a pretty handy skill.

That said, it all depended on how quickly I could cast it. I doubted it could beat the convenience of my instant-cast Dimension Claws. Dimension Claws was almost too convenient; it made my old favorite skill to spam, Whirlwind Slash, completely useless.

Even if I got more benefits from landing a hit with Cursed Knight, that wouldn’t matter if I couldn’t land a hit. Dimension Claws already felt plenty powerful with Oneiros’s attack stat, and Apocalypse’s was even higher. Honestly, I didn’t think I could expect a whole lot from this skill.

Even against weaker enemies, I’d never intentionally used Death before. Whirlwind Slash was still more than enough to take them down. With Dimension Claws at my disposal, Cursed Knight would probably meet the same fate.

Still, I’d plan on experimenting with it a little later…

 

Normal Skill “Limbo.” Considered by the Church of the Holy God to be magic wielded by the Holy God and beings of equal status to lock away those who are forbidden to live or die. It is said that a single Saint attained mastery of Limbo long ago. A magic skill that casts its target into the void between dimensions, where the concepts of time and space do not exist. The skill is short-range and slow to activate. However, if it hits its target, it can imprison enemies in an alternate dimension for eternity.

 

Wh-whoa… That was scary. Reminded me of the Origin Matter’s Time Vortex.

Still, if I was up against an enemy this skill might actually work on, I’d probably be able to kill them pretty easily on my own. In that sense, this skill seemed cut from the same cloth as Wormhole. If I figured out a way to land it on someone powerful, it might have a few chances to shine…but to be honest, I didn’t find myself super eager to try it out.

 

Normal Skill “Dis.” A magic skill that summons a sphere of the fires of Hell and releases it at a target. The hellfire will not extinguish until it has completely incinerated its target.

 

Oh, nice. This seemed like a straightforward attack skill. It was similar to the other elemental sphere skills, but more powerful, maybe? The key points for evaluating this type of skill were MP cost, power, area of effect, and speed. I wondered if it had any advantages over Dimension Claws or Gravidon… I’d have to test it out. 

 

Normal Skill “Cocytus.” A magic skill that summons a sphere of the ice of Hell and releases it at a target. The ice freezes everything and never melts. Rapidly drains heat from its surroundings, potentially causing unexpected damage. Use with caution; once deployed, the ice is nearly impossible to dispel.

 

So this one was ice, huh? It seemed a little more versatile than Dis, so it might have its uses. But it probably cost a lot of MP, which would make it a little scary to use for anything other than a main attack.

All right, then. Last but not least, my final new skill. And the scariest-sounding one of them all…

 

Normal Skill “Sound of the End.” Dissolves user’s HP and MP and converts it to raw power and speed. However, this skill also dissolves the user’s reason, plunging them into a state of frenzy that will not subside until everything in the user’s field of vision is reduced to nothingness. Even after the skill ends, there is high risk of permanent damage to the user’s psyche. On activation, the force of magical energy leaking from the user’s body causes a strange sound to echo far and wide. In the Church of the Holy God, it is said that the sound is identical to instruments played by messengers of the Holy God to herald the end of the world.

 

Well, I’d be glad to have a skill that boosted my physical stats, but those drawbacks were way too severe. Honestly, this skill was off the table. There was no way I’d ever use it. I was obviously wary of the whole permanent-damage-to-my-psyche thing, but more than that, there was no knowing what kind of havoc I’d wreak in a frenzied state. If I were in one of the Four Great Lands of Monsters, that’d be one thing, but these Spirit Servants would probably be hanging out near human settlements. If I used it then and people got hurt, they’d never forgive me.

For starters, the drawbacks of suddenly going on a mindless rampage in the middle of a fight would far outweigh a slight stat boost. After all the battles I’d been through, I could say with certainty that my strongest opponents had all been the most rational ones. There was Lilyxila, strategist and master of feints and ambushes; Hecatoncheires, predictable but careful to only engage when he could use his strengths to his advantage and always aiming to force a drawn-out battle; and Mia, who’d fought with intentional, refined movements and switched to pure defense whenever necessary to solidify her path to victory.

If those three had just charged at me over and over without using any sort of strategy, I would’ve had a much easier time taking them down.

Even if the skill boosted my stats a bit, there was no guarantee I could utilize them fully in my frenzied state. I wouldn’t have had a chance against those three opponents if I couldn’t think things through. Sound of the End was not a skill I could just use and hope for the best when I was backed into a corner.

‹Master, are you all right?› asked Treant, concerned. ‹You seem troubled.›

‹Oh, I’m just checking out my new skills. Some of ’em seem kinda tricky to use. You guys ready to move? I want to test my skills out a little and level up a bit while I’m at it. We don’t have much time, so as soon as I get some base levels in, we’ll head straight for our world.›


Chapter 5:
The Ugly Titan

 

Part 1

 

AFTER A SHORT REST, Allo, Treant, and I began our trek through Ngai Forest once again. This time, our goal was to level up my new evolution, Apocalypse, and try out my new skills.

At level 1, my stats were about half of what they’d been as a max-level Oneiros—not exactly ideal for taking on the Divine Voice’s Spirit Servants. Fortunately, early levels went up much faster than later ones. Even taking down a few easy rank A enemies would have my stats looking decent in no time. We still weren’t fully healed from the fight against Mia, but we didn’t have time to wait any longer.

‹Ugh… This is how it always goes. We can never find a good enemy to fight when we really need it. I’d rather not stray too far from the Skypiercing Spire, but…› I muttered, annoyed.

We wandered aimlessly around Ngai Forest for a while before my Psychic Sense picked up on a faint presence in the distance. I looked over at Allo and Treant and signaled with my head, then searched the area.

Just as I was thinking there was nothing here, I noticed several enormous indigo flowers, each around a meter in diameter, in full bloom at the base of the Ngai Forest tree right in front of me. It seemed like the presence I’d detected was coming from them.

 

Despair: Rank A. A flower said to bloom at the end of the world. It grows by feeding on deep sorrow and grief. The Church of the Holy God believes that the world will one day be engulfed by the wide petals of despair, and they await the coming of a savior to stop it.

 

C-creepy… There were at least ten despairs in bloom here. 

This place felt like the Divine Voice’s dumping ground for monsters who’d outlived their usefulness—no wonder despairs bloomed here. But creepy or not, I wasn’t about to pass up on some perfect opponents to level up with.

The ten flowers began to tremble, then, all at once, they pushed up from the ground. I watched warily as their swollen, spherical roots appeared above the dirt, each bearing two round eyes and a small mouth.

“Frooooh!” The despairs let out childlike cries.

“Th-they’re…kinda cute?” Allo murmured.

N-no, don’t be fooled by their cuteness! They’re still rank A monsters with statuses to match! 

In my newly evolved state, my stats were just above Allo and Treant’s. If we got ambushed by a group of dangerous monsters, we could all be wiped out easily.

I took a look at the despairs’ statuses.

 

Species: Despair

Status: Mad God

Lv: 94/115

HP: 1985/1985

MP: 3227/3227

Attack: 387

Defense: 667

Magic: 1244

Agility: 887

Rank: A

Special Skills:

Automatic MP Recovery: Lv 7

Undercover: Lv 8

Fly: Lv 7

Mad God: Lv —

Resistance Skills:

Magic Resistance: Lv 8

Poison Resistance: Lv 8

Paralysis Resistance: Lv 7

Curse Resistance: Lv 7

Normal Skills:

Death: Lv 7

Curse: Lv 7

Illusion: Lv 7

Foul Bite: Lv 6

Double Poison: Lv 6

Life Drain: Lv 7

Dark Sphere: Lv 7

Petals of Despair: Lv 1

Title Skills:

Final Evolution: Lv —

Flower of Misfortune: Lv —

 

All right… Judging by their statuses, they should be pretty easy to take down. The despairs’ magic stat was slightly above average for rank A monsters, but that was about it. Their HP, MP, and agility were mediocre, even for a magic-focused species; they had overly specialized stats with no real strengths. Like Treant, they could probably hold their own against weaker opponents, but would likely be out of luck against stronger ones.

Their skills left a lot to be desired too. Death, Curse, Illusion, Double Poison—they’d all be useless against us. Foul Bite wouldn’t be too nasty with its low attack stats either. The only skill worth watching out for was Dark Sphere. 

If I had to classify the despairs’ type, it would be some kind of magic-focused attacker with status condition abilities. For monsters that fought at a distance, their agility and defense were only decently high. Specializing in mid-range magic and status effects felt unbalanced for dealing with enemy attacks in a fight. For groups of monsters like these, melee-focused types that could actually take hits and punch back would be far stronger.

‹They’re magic types with decent agility and defense! Not many great skills; just watch out for Dark Sphere and Illusion. Their stats are pretty spread out otherwise, so no need to be overly cautious. Their statuses are kind of pitiful, actually…›

Against such easy opponents, Treant wouldn’t need to revert to its World Treant form either. That would just attract other monsters we were better off avoiding for the time being.

‹I…feel a level of kinship with them,› Treant murmured wistfully.

‹O-oh? Because you’re both plants…?›

Still…why did they have so much MP? Their stats were melee-oriented, and they didn’t have any healing skills. I didn’t get it.

While Treant’s status was somewhat underwhelming overall, it could at least tank a few enemy attacks and leave them open for me and Allo to handle. The despairs couldn’t even do that. No matter how much MP they had, fighting up close without any way to heal themselves meant their HP would run out far before their MP did. It was rare to see monsters with such blatantly unoptimized status setups.

Wait. I didn’t think I’d seen that last Normal Skill on their list before…

 

Normal Skill “Petals of Despair.” Concentrates all remaining MP into the core of the user’s body. The MP compresses, then explodes, propelling all petals outward.

 

Ohhh… So that was what all that extra MP was for! A self-destruct skill like Direct Burst! The image of a grinning Clay Guardian floated through my mind.

‹Allo, Treant, watch out! These guys are gonna self-destruct!›

Allo and Treant stiffened in alarm just as the despairs sprouting around us leapt out from the ground and charged straight at us.

“Frooooooh!”

“Froooooo!”

If the despairs had been just a little slower, we could’ve run away and looked for another monster to fight. But they were just fast enough to make that a pain. In my newly evolved state, I’d be stuck playing keep-away with them for a while. And in a place as dangerous as Ngai Forest, doing that would risk getting surrounded by any number of nasty monsters. Even if I risked making a run for it and shook them off, there was no guarantee I’d find a safer monster to take down here, especially with my current stats.

‹Okay! Let’s wipe ’em out nice and quick!›

 

Part 2

 

THE SWARM OF DESPAIRS closed in to attack.

I used Regenerate to convert some MP into HP. Being low-level and still spent after the fight with Mia, one hit with a suicide blast like Petals of Despair could drop my HP to zero. Using a bit more MP to heal up here felt like the right choice.

Allo spread her black wings and soared into the sky. Treant followed her in its tree spirit form.

Fortunately, taking out even one of these despairs should give my stats a significant boost. Might as well test out my new skills on ’em while I’m at it…

Apocalypse’s new skills were Cursed Knight, Limbo, Dis, Cocytus, and Sound of the End.

All right…let’s start with this one.

 

Normal Skill “Cursed Knight.” A knight borne from a mass of magic and imbued with a powerful curse. When hit, or when it successfully lands an attack against its target, the knight explodes, scattering its curse throughout the surrounding area. The curse can inflict a variety of effects like starvation or frenzy, and can kill targets with low magic power. In some cases, the curse may even allow its user to control the target’s body.

 

I extended my forelegs and gathered my magic at the tips of my claws. An orb of glowing, pale blue light shot from my claws and began to spread, forming itself into a half-human, half-horse shape—a centaur, its human upper half clad in armor and wielding a long, pointed spear.

The knight charged through the air toward the despairs, spear poised in front of it. The despairs scattered, but the knight spun on its haunches to chase them, swinging its spear in a wide arc.

The moment its spear touched one of the despairs, the Cursed Knight burst into brilliant, blue-white light.

“Froo!” The despair’s screech was cut short as it was engulfed in flames. Its form disintegrated in seconds.

 

Gained 9,288 Experience Points.

Title Skill “Walking Egg” Lv — activated: gained 9,288 Experience Points.

Apocalypse Lv 1 has become Lv 69.

 

Nice! I’d scored enough Experience Points to shoot through all my lower levels in one go!

I took a quick peek at my stats again and saw I was already at Defense: 3371. Holy cow… That was a crazy jump.

All of my stats other than magic were now higher than my stats as a max-level Oneiros. At this point, I could probably take all the despairs’ attacks head-on apart from their self-destruct skill.

But still, that Cursed Knight… I’d thought its appeal was its status effects, but it seemed like it also packed a serious damage punch. Plus, it pretty much acted on its own. Until now, I’d assumed Cursed Knight was a downgrade from my super-convenient Dimension Claws, but an autonomous homing bomb had its own set of wildly useful applications. If I combined it with my Dimension Claws, I’d drastically increase my attack frequency at mid-range.

At a distance, I didn’t have to worry about the despairs’ self-destruct skill. Allo and Treant joined in, raining sphere-type magic down on them from above. Sandwiched between the three of us, the despairs didn’t have any chance to catch us off guard.

Okay, might as well experiment with my other new skills too.

 

Normal Skill “Dis.” A magic skill that summons a sphere of the fires of Hell and releases it at a target. The hellfire will not extinguish until it has completely incinerated its target.

 

All right, Dis! Show me what you got!

A mass of crimson-black flames appeared above my head, then compressed itself into a sphere.

O-oh. This felt like it was draining a lot more MP than I thought it would… The sphere of Dis flame was much larger than I anticipated as well—probably around five meters in diameter.

‹Ah, Master? Don’t you think that skill is kinda…overkill?› Treant hedged anxiously from behind me.

“Graaaaaaaaah!” I dropped my head and unleashed the flames of Dis with all the force I could muster. The Dis fireball slammed into the ground with an earth-shaking boom, and its red-black flames instantly spread outward from the impact site.

“Migigigigigigii!” 

My lack of familiarity with Dis meant I attacked in too wide an area, forcing the despairs to scatter with panicked screeches. But the wide attack proved too much for all of them to avoid; I watched the flames envelop two of them, leaving nothing but charred husks behind.

 

Gained 16,308 Experience Points.

Title Skill “Walking Egg” Lv — activated: gained 16,308 Experience Points.

Apocalypse Lv 69 has become Lv 86.

 

W-well…Dis certainly had some nice power and range.

The crimson-black flames showed no signs of abating. Even after smashing into the ground, they continued to spread outward at a relentless pace.

“Uh, Master Dragon…? That skill seems…a little dangerous, don’t you think?” Allo called out anxiously.

She wasn’t wrong; the flames were utterly uncontrollable. At this rate, all of Ngai Forest could go up in flames. I thought they’d disappear after burning up their target, but it showed no signs of stopping with just those two despairs. If it kept going, there was no knowing how far it’d spread before it died down. If the flames got too wild, they could send every monster in Ngai Forest fleeing in our direction.

M-maybe I should put the fire out? Might be a good chance to try out my other new skill.

 

Normal Skill “Cocytus.” A magic skill that summons a sphere of the ice of Hell and releases it at a target. The ice freezes everything and never melts. Rapidly drains heat from its surroundings, potentially causing unexpected damage. Use with caution; once deployed, the ice is nearly impossible to dispel.

 

A pale blue magic circle unfolded around me. I focused my attention on the crimson-black flames, willing the sphere of ice to surround it, encapsulating it.

O-okay. That should stop the fire from spreading any further.

So the flames of Dis could be frozen by Cocytus, huh? Did that mean the ice of Hell was stronger than the fires of Hell? Nah, I bet Dis was just weaker because I’d used it first. If they were reversed, I bet the Cocytus ice could be melted by Dis’s flames too.

“Master Dragon, look out! There’s one flying in behind you!” Allo shouted.

I turned to look and found a lone despair flying toward us at high speed. Instead of wings, it had stretched out its mass of tangled roots and used them to sail through the air.

“Froo, frooooh!”

Th-they could fly?! Crap! Now that I thought about it, I definitely saw Fly in their skill list!

Ugh. This is what I get for worrying about my Dis flames for so long. I tried to slash through the incoming despair’s stalk with my claws. But before I could, I noticed its body beginning to swell.

As it expanded, the despair’s round pupils were pushed up into its petals until they vanished from sight. Its mouth stretched wide, revealing not the gaping hole I expected but a single enormous eye.

U-uh oh. It’s showing its true form! Guess that cutesy exterior was just a facade after all. I should’ve known—there was no way any cute monsters would call Ngai Forest their home. 

I could tell that this despair was already in self-destruct mode. There was no way to stop it from using Petals of Despair now. What should I do? Vanish with Dragon Mirror and let it pass? No, I didn’t know the attack’s range. If I vanished, Allo and Treant might get caught in the blast.

That meant I only had one choice!

 

Normal Skill “Limbo.” Considered by the Church of the Holy God to be magic wielded by the Holy God and beings of equal status to lock away those who are forbidden to live or die. It is said that a single Saint once attained mastery of Limbo long ago. A magic skill that casts its target into the void between dimensions, where the concepts of time and space do not exist. The skill is short-range and slow to activate. However, if it hits its target, it can imprison enemies in an alternate dimension for eternity.

 

I focused my attention on the despair flying toward me. A magic circle of divine white light unfolded, surrounding it. The despair tried to escape the circle, but I grabbed it by its front legs, pinning it in midair.

‹Limbo!›

The ring erupted in bright white light that completely enveloped the despair. When the light dissipated, the despair was gone. My paws grasped at empty air.

It worked… But I didn’t get any Experience Points from that one. Dang.

 

A magic skill that casts its target into the void between dimensions, where the concepts of time and space do not exist.

 

Limbo seemed like the perfect skill to try in the heat of the moment, but remembering the details of its description and the fact that I’d just sent that despair to an endless void between dimensions left me feeling…not great.

Well, I was glad using it meant I’d avoided Petals of Despair, but it was probably best to avoid using it whenever possible.

There was still one more skill I had yet to try, but…

 

Normal Skill “Sound of the End.” Dissolves user’s HP and MP and converts it to raw power and speed. However, this skill also dissolves the user’s reason, plunging them into a state of frenzy that will not subside until everything in the user’s field of vision is reduced to nothingness. Even after the skill ends, there is high risk of permanent damage to one’s psyche. On activation, the force of magical energy leaking from the user’s body causes a strange sound to echo far and wide. In the Church of the Holy God, it is said that the sound is identical to instruments played by messengers of the Holy God to herald the end of the world.

 

Yeah… This one was probably best left untried. Between it forcing me into a frenzied state and the fact that it could affect my mental state for a long time afterward, this skill clearly wasn’t one to be used lightly.

 

Part 3

 

THE FIGHT WITH THE DESPAIRS ended up being fairly straightforward after that. There was a moment when Treant almost got caught in one of their Petals of Despair and had to quickly swap back to its World Treant form and use Eternal Regrowth to survive it, but that was the only hairy moment in the entire battle.

Thanks to our leveling session, I managed to get up to Lv: 92/175. Allo went from Lv: 109/130 to Lv: 114/130, and Treant went from Lv: 116/130 to Lv: 119/130.

I looked up at the endless expanse of the Skypiercing Spire stretching toward the heavens. I’d leveled up and tested out my skills. There was nothing left for me in Ngai Forest anymore. It was time to climb the Skypiercing Spire and return to my world… 

And this time, I’d settle things with the Divine Voice once and for all.

‹I think it’s time we start heading back to the tower. You good to go, Treant?›

‹Just…give me a moment, Master…› Treant panted, laying limp on the ground in its tree spirit form.

I didn’t blame it. It’d just used Eternal Regrowth against Mia—almost completely draining its MP in the process—and just had to use it again to save itself from the despair’s self-destruct.

Man… Treant sure was being anticlimactic about all this. Here we were, about to take on the Divine Voice, and it was trying to squeeze in a quick nap. Well, I guess that was just like Treant. It kinda helped me calm my nerves a bit too.

‹Here, Treant…you can suck up some of my MP too if you want.› I extended a paw toward Treant.

‹Thank you, Master…› Treant’s roots latched onto my paw and twined themselves around it as it used Take Root.

I decided to check my own status once more.

 

Illusia

Species: Apocalypse

Status: Normal

Lv: 92/175

HP: 1068/9460

MP: 215/7656

Attack: 8177

Defense: 4512

Magic: 5389

Agility: 5243

Rank: L+ (Legendary+)

Sacred Skills:

Human Realm Path: Lv —

Demi-God Realm Path: Lv —

Preta Realm Path: Lv —

Beast Realm Path: Lv —

Hell Realm Path: Lv —

Special Skills:

Dragon Scale: Lv 9

Divine Voice: Lv 8

Grecian Language: Lv 3

Fly: Lv 8

Dragon Scale Powder: Lv 8

Dark Type: Lv —

Wicked Dragon: Lv —

Automatic HP Recovery: Lv 8

Psychic Sense: Lv 7

Automatic MP Recovery: Lv 8

Valiant Soul: Lv —

Dragon Mirror: Lv —

Demon King’s Blessing: Lv —

Fearsome Gaze: Lv 1

Control: Lv 1

Magical Brainwashing: Lv 1

Butterfly Dream: Lv —

Resistance Skills:

Physical Resistance: Lv 6

Falling Resistance: Lv 7

Hunger Resistance: Lv 6

Poison Resistance: Lv 7

Loneliness Resistance: Lv 7

Magic Resistance: Lv 6

Dark Resistance: Lv 6

Fire Resistance: Lv 6

Fear Resistance: Lv 5

Asphyxiation Resistance: Lv 6

Paralysis Resistance: Lv 7

Illusion Immunity: Lv —

Instant Death Immunity: Lv —

Curse Immunity: Lv —

Confusion Resistance: Lv 4

Blinding Resistance: Lv 3

Petrify Resistance: Lv 3

Normal Skills:

Roll: Lv 7

View Status: Lv 7

Scorching Breath: Lv 7

Whistle: Lv 2

Dragon Punch: Lv 4

Diseased Breath: Lv 7

Venom Fangs: Lv 7

Paralyzing Venom Claws: Lv 7

Dragon Tail: Lv 4

Bellow: Lv 3

Celestial Fall: Lv 4

Earth Fall: Lv 2

Human Transformation: Lv 8

Whirlwind Slash: Lv 7

Neckbreaker: Lv 4

Hi-Rest: Lv 7

Regenerate: Lv 6

Sacrifice: Lv —

Death: Lv 8

Soul Addition (Fake Life): Lv 6

Holy: Lv 5

Telepathy: Lv 4

Wide Rest: Lv 5

Regen: Lv 5

Holy Sphere: Lv 5

Dark-Dispelling Flash: Lv 1

Dimension Claws: Lv 7

Illusion: Lv 8

Gravity: Lv 8

Dimension: Lv 8

Hell Gate: Lv 6

Gravidon: Lv 8

Mirror Counter: Lv 8

Ideal Weapon: Lv 9

Wormhole: Lv 1

Cursed Knight: Lv 4

Limbo: Lv 4

Dis: Lv 4

Cocytus: Lv 4

Sound of the End: Lv —

Title Skills:

Dragon King’s Son: Lv —

Walking Egg: Lv —

Klutz: Lv 4

Just an Idiot: Lv 1

Infighter: Lv 4

Pest Killer: Lv 8

Liar: Lv 3

King of Evasion: Lv 2

Chicken Runner: Lv 3

Mr. Chef: Lv 4

Stalwart: Lv 4

Giant Killer: Lv 5

Ceramic Artisan: Lv 4

Clan Boss: Lv 1

Laplace Authority Interference: Lv 8

Foreknower of Eternity: Lv —

Ant King: Lv —

Hero: Lv MAX

Dream Dragon: Lv —

Demon King: Lv 6

Final Evolution: Lv —

 

Dang… These were some insane stats.

My attack, defense, and agility were all nearly double what they were as a max-level Oneiros. And I’d only get stronger. At this point, I felt like I’d be able to put up a proper fight against the Divine Voice’s Spirit Servants.

I thought back to Baal, the Three-Headed King of Gluttony, who’d completely overpowered me before I was sent to Ngai Forest. The Divine Voice had claimed he was the strongest Demon King in history. I didn’t know much about the other three Spirit Servants, but I assumed Baal was probably an L+ rank, at least.

Just you wait, Divine Voice! I’m coming for you!

To be honest, I didn’t know if the Divine Voice was even an entity I could actually defeat. But I couldn’t let Mia die in vain, not without at least trying to fulfill her wish. One way or another, I had to settle the score with that jerk. For Mia, for my friends, for all the inhabitants of this world…but most of all, for myself.

‹All right, we should get moving, Treant—›

At that moment, a thunderous roar echoed behind us, from the direction of the Skypiercing Spire. It was followed by a familiar booming ka-thud, ka-thud, ka-thud that grew louder every time.

A one-legged giant, far larger than even my new evolution, appeared from behind one of the cursed trees. Its skin was the ochre color of the earth, and two mouths gaped at the top and bottom of its head. Between them, a single eye stared blankly at the three of us.

‹Ymir?! Why’s Ymir gotta show up now, of all times?!› Talk about the worst possible timing!

Just as I’d steeled myself to climb the tower and meet the Spirit Servants head-on, Ymir just had to show up and knock the wind out from under my wings. The three of us were exhausted. We weren’t planning on facing off against the strongest monster in Ngai Forest right now.

‹Dammit! Why now?!›

“Oh! It’s probably because Treant had to revert to its World Treant form to use Eternal Regrowth…”

‹M-Miss Allo! Please stop blaming me whenever something unfortunate happens!› Treant protested.

Still, I had to assume the reason Ymir was now charging toward us really was because it saw World Treant. It had happened before. At this point, I almost suspected Treant might have some sort of hidden effect in its Special Skills that lured Ymir to it…

‹He’s coming from the direction of the tower. Maybe we should hide and let him run past, then take a detour…?› I thought about it, then reconsidered.

My stats weren’t what they were back when I was an Oneiros. In my new, superstrong Apocalypse form, I should be able to take down even a max-level Legendary-rank monster in a head-on fight.

Sneaking around him wouldn’t do any good. If Ymir hung out around here, we’d just be wasting time. Besides, I could still use the opportunity to gain some more levels. I’d have quite a bit fewer chances to gain big chunks of Experience Points once we got back to our world, so we should take him down to get that final level boost before we headed back.

‹Allo, Treant, get ready! We’re done running away! It’s time to take that one-legged giant down!›

 

Part 4

 

I STOOD TALL, staring Ymir down as he advanced. When he realized I wasn’t going to flee, his two mouths split into wide grins.

 

Ymir: Rank L (Legendary). An ugly titan statue. Destroys thousands of trees by just walking around, dries up entire lakes just to quench his thirst. It is said that entire continents have sunk to the depths simply by incurring his wrath.

 

Ymir… I’ve been running from you all this time. But that’s over now. This time, I’m fighting you head-on.

‹A-are you sure we can do this…?› Treant asked, trembling behind me.

‹You and Allo are exhausted, so you should hop on my back and save your strength. If you’ve got the energy, maybe try shooting some ranged attacks to farm some Experience Points for yourself. Your Reaper Seeds should net you a decent chunk of ’em if you hit him, Treant.›

Reaper Seeds steadily drained an enemy’s MP. The earlier Treant used it, and the longer this fight dragged on, the more the skill would do. Even if Treant did nothing else, that’d be enough to gain some easy levels from such a high-rank and high-level opponent. 

‹Although with the stats I have now, this fight might be over before you even get the chance!› I added.

Because we’d always run away from Ymir until now, I had yet to take a look at his status.

 

Species: Ymir

Status: Mad God

Lv: 145/145 (MAX)

HP: 7734/7734

MP: 1045/1045

Attack: 6351

Defense: 4225

Magic: 1944

Agility: 3084

Rank: L (Legendary)

Sacred Skills:

Beast Realm Path (Replica): Lv —

Human Realm Path (Replica): Lv —

Special Skills:

Grecian Language: Lv 2

Automatic HP Recovery: Lv MAX

Headlong Rush: Lv MAX

Meat Armor: Lv MAX

Mad God: Lv —

Resistance Skills:

Physical Resistance: Lv MAX

Fire Resistance: Lv 2

Petrify Resistance: Lv 4

Poison Resistance: Lv 1

Paralysis Resistance: Lv 1

Curse Resistance: Lv 3

Instant Death Resistance: Lv 9

Confusion Resistance: Lv 2

Illusion Resistance: Lv 3

Normal Skills:

Regenerate: Lv MAX

Diamond Power: Lv MAX

Title Skills:

Ugly Titan: Lv —

Final Evolution: Lv —

Former Demon King: Lv —

Former Hero: Lv —

 

Wh-whoa. What’s with this guy’s crazy status?!

I’d assumed Ymir’s status would be on par with the Origin Matter’s, but his was on a whole other level. Ymir’s stats completely ditched magic in favor of physical stats that were off the charts.

Sure, I had an edge over him in agility and attack, but with my HP currently so low, I wasn’t looking to get in a melee brawl with this guy. To top it off, my MP was also almost gone, making attacking at a distance difficult.

‹Hey, uh, Treant? About that MP I lent you earlier…could I maybe have it back?›

‹Wha? How, exactly?!›

Fair point. Well, I figured I should probably check out Ymir’s skills, even if he’s more the type to just beat people up with his fists.

 

Special Skill “Headlong Rush.” Overpowers and nullifies movement-restricting effects of certain status conditions like paralysis or poison through sheer willpower. Attack and agility are increased while this skill is active.

 

Holy cow…! I’d never seen Special Skill traps that overpowered status conditions like that before! No fair!

Well, Allo and Treant needed to be careful using their poison skills on this guy. If he kept getting stronger and faster, we’d be in trouble.

 

Normal Skill “Diamond Power.” Consumes MP to boost attack power. Also increases damage resistance when used while taking hits.

 

What the heck? Even if we were careful of his Headlong Rush, he’d just power up on his own with Diamond Power! His skills were simple, but they sure were strong!

With those skills, I estimated his actual attack power to be closer to seven thousand in total. My only saving grace was that he didn’t have any other offensive skills.

Ymir leapt high into the air, swinging his massive arm—nearly the length of my entire body—straight down at me. I flew backward to evade, striking his jaw with the thick tip of my tail as I did. Ymir’s head jerked to the side with a loud crack, neck twisting at an unnatural angle.

I swooped around to his back, ready to unleash a flurry of strikes, and Ymir threw his arm out wide and twisted his hips around to meet me. His crazy-long arm swung toward me. I dived to dodge it and make some distance between us.

Not only could Ymir recover quickly, but his long arms and massive body meant he had terrifying reach. He must have used Diamond Power to endure the blow to his face too. From what I saw, it seemed like he was more than happy to take a hit if it meant he could force me into close combat, where he could use his agility power-up to his advantage.

Thanks to my stat advantage, I managed to get away from him, but this made me surer than ever that getting into a close-quarters fight with a physical brawler like Ymir would be a mistake. He was similar to Hecatoncheires in that he prioritized physical stats, but while Hecatoncheires specialized in defense, Ymir’s specialty was raw brute force.

Ugh. I could’ve easily overwhelmed him with magic if I had MP, but I was running on empty right now. Maybe it was a little arrogant to challenge a Legendary max-level monster while I was this worn out. Ymir was way more dangerous than Legendary monsters like the Origin Matter as well…

‹Nice dodge, Master! I managed to attach some Reaper Seeds to him too!› Treant announced cheerfully.

I’m not sure this is a situation for optimism, Treant…

With my crazy-high Apocalypse stats, I should’ve been able to finish Ymir off in a few solid hits, but my low HP and MP made engaging risky. Even a single one of Ymir’s overpowered hits could be enough to prove fatal. This fight could be over before Treant’s Reaper Seeds had a chance to work their magic.

What was my plan here? Should I throw the rest of my MP into attack skills to take Ymir down? Or should I save my MP for healing when he landed a hit? I couldn’t decide.

‹I’d love to stick to hit-and-runs for safety, but it doesn’t look like Ymir’s gonna let me…›

As I considered my options, Ymir’s head snapped back to the front, and his wounded jaw began to heal. Because he had Regenerate, if I wanted to whittle down his HP with hit-and-runs, I’d have to fly into his range and attack repeatedly. With his insane reach and brute strength, that was far too risky.

At the same time, dealing damage with a series of close-range attacks would also be difficult. Ymir was incredibly fast, even for a Legendary-rank. Beyond that, he also had crazy reach and could use Diamond Power to withstand a hit and counterattack immediately.

That settled it, then. I’d use up the rest of my MP on mid-range skills, then close in and transition to melee combat to knock his HP down.

At least he only had melee skill for me to worry about. I could stay back and think things through…

“U-um, Master Dragon? What’s Ymir doing…?” Allo asked apprehensively. My focus immediately snapped back to Ymir. He had his arms wrapped around a nearby cursed tree.

Huh? What’s he…

As I watched, Ymir’s muscles swelled, and his body turned bright red from exertion as he pulled the tree’s tangled roots from the ground with sheer strength. Grinning his signature blank grin, he swung the cursed tree wildly at me.

Y-you’ve gotta be kidding me. He pulled the whole tree up? One of those stupidly big and sturdy Ngai Forest trees?!

Panicking, I weaved up and down to dodge the massive trunk swinging toward me. Allo and Treant clung to my back for dear life. This guy had just brute-forced his way through his weakness to ranged skills…! 

Ymir kept on swinging the tree at me as I frantically scrambled in every direction to avoid him.

“Gale!” Allo summoned a whirlwind from my back to deflect Ymir’s swing. It narrowly missed me.

‹Nice, Allo!›

I was slowly starting to get used to dodging Ymir’s tree swings. The sight of an entire tree careening toward me definitely threw me off for a bit, but fortunately, Ymir’s swings were easy to read and anticipate. As long as I stayed calm and focused, dodging them safely wasn’t too difficult.

I swooped past another tree swing and flew toward Ymir.

Okay, I decided: I’d stake the rest of my MP on this next attack skill and then go all-in while I had an advantage. Hopefully that’d be enough to finish Ymir off. But if it didn’t, or I messed up, then I’d be out of MP. And in that case, as embarrassing as it was, I’d have to fly away as fast as I could—then I could circle back around to the tower, giving Ymir a wide berth, and go back to our world. No need to take any more unnecessary risks.

The tricky part was deciding which skill to use. Ymir’s agility, attack, and endurance made him a typical attack type. I’d thought so since my Plague Dragon days, but to me, this seemed like the most dangerous type of monster of all. Even so, Ymir’s low magic stat was a major weakness. In this world, resistance to status effects was directly tied to magic power. Ymir did have a basic set of Resistance Skills, but the skill levels themselves weren’t all that high…

Plaguing Ymir with status effects was likely a viable strategy here. Even if I struggled to find an advantage against him, if I managed to apply some nasty status effects, I’d have a good shot at securing victory afterward. Maybe I should use Cursed Knight here to draw Ymir’s attention and inflict some status effects…

 

Special Skill “Headlong Rush.” Overpowers and nullifies movement-restricting effects of certain status conditions like paralysis or poison through sheer willpower. Attack and agility are increased while this skill is active.

 

…Oh. Right. I forgot about that stupid skill.

Yikes, that was a close call. I’d almost jumped on that obvious land mine with all four feet. I thought I’d found an easy to exploit weakness, but that skill compensated for Ymir’s low magic stat completely. My Cursed Knight skill inflicted a number of status effects on its target, meaning it would be perfect fodder for Ymir’s Headlong Rush. I didn’t know which status effects specifically would affect Headlong Rush either, so it felt unwise to mess around with them too much.

In that case, I needed to find an attack that wouldn’t trigger Headlong Rush, but also couldn’t be tanked by Diamond Power.

I closed the distance between me and Ymir and swerved around to his back. Ymir let go of the cursed tree and swiped at me with one of his massive, hulking arms.

‹Cocytus!›

My ice of Hell encapsulated Ymir’s single leg. His leg turned pale blue as ice began to form across its surface, freezing it inside.

Ymir’s speed and movement relied entirely on his one gigantic leg. Crippling it with my ice would severely slow him down. Cocytus wouldn’t trigger any status effects, and even if he used Diamond Power to toughen himself up, he wouldn’t be able to entirely negate it.

Ymir’s leg turned from blue to red as his muscles swelled. It seemed like he’d used Diamond Power to reinforce his leg and was now trying to break free.

‹Good luck with that! Gravity!› A ring of black light expanded around me, enveloping the area. The gravitational force washed over Ymir, making it impossible for him to lift his leg from the ground.

‹Now taste the last of my MP!› I swung my front paws, unleashing two Whirlwind Slashes.

Despite the gravitational force weighing him down, Ymir just barely managed to put his arms up to guard himself. The first wind blade sliced through his arms, while the second flew just above them and cut into his chest instead.

Ymir’s entire body turned a violent red. It seemed like he’d realized I was giving my all in this final push, so he was using Diamond Power to try and endure the attack as much as he could.

‹Say goodbye, Ymir!› I swung my foreleg as hard as I could, tearing into Ymir’s face with a full-force claw strike.

Ymir took a direct hit from a rank L+ monster. My claws gouged out his face, sending blood and flesh splattering. The impact from the blow left his neck bent at an unnatural angle; this time, there was no doubt that it was broken. No matter how tough Ymir was, taking a direct hit from an Apocalypse with this much attack power should’ve instantly brought his health to zero.

Or so I thought. But I waited for a few moments, and the Experience Point message still didn’t show up.

Suddenly, Ymir’s single bright red eye snapped open. My claws had left a gash straight down the center of his pupil.

‹N-no way. He survived that?!› He must’ve braced for the combo attack with Diamond Power and Regenerate as soon as I froze his leg. But that still didn’t explain how he endured it…

Ymir’s Special Skill, Meat Armor, seemed like a fairly typical skill to reduce damage taken on the body’s surface. But that didn’t account for the extreme damage reduction that basically meant my Whirlwind Slashes were nullified by his Regenerate. Ymir was just a bit more durable than I expected.

Crap. I only had one shot. I should’ve thought through my skills and picked one that guaranteed I’d kill him with room to spare, or at least saved a little MP, even if it meant weakening Cocytus or Gravity, so I could pile on some more damage with other skills.

No… That was my hindsight talking. Skimping out on my MP for movement-restraining skills to create openings wasn’t an option against Ymir’s brute strength.

“Oooooooaaagh!” Ymir’s Diamond Power let him brace for the impact of my blow, meaning he could immediately follow up with a counterattack while I was still recovering from my full-power strike. His fist flew toward me; I dived down lower, but it followed.

No! I couldn’t shake him off…!

But even if I wanted to use some kind of skill to break our stalemate, I didn’t have enough MP for anything. Maybe I should’ve played it safe and taken a long detour back to the tower instead… A Legendary, max-level opponent was never going to be a walk in the park!

My only choice now was to channel the final scraps of my MP into Regenerate in the hopes of healing enough to meet the requirements for my Valiant Soul to activate, endure Ymir’s Diamond Power strike, then run for my life with every ounce of strength I had left.

Suddenly, Treant interrupted my doom spiraling.

‹Master! Leave this to me!›

‹Treant? What’re you…›

Treant leapt behind me and reverted to its World Treant form. In an instant, there was a massive wall of thick wood between me and Ymir.

‹Eternal Regroooooooowth!› Blue light enveloped Treant’s entire body. 

 

Normal Skill “Eternal Regrowth.” Greatly increases the user’s life force. When activated, a glowing blue-green moss grows over the user’s body, forcing them to regenerate HP until their MP is reduced to less than 1 percent of its total. While using this skill, the user’s defense is greatly increased, but its other stats are halved.

 

Once during the battle with Mia, once while we fought the despairs—this marked the third time today that Treant used its Eternal Regrowth. Repeatedly draining all its MP had to be wearing on Treant, both physically and mentally. Even after it’d sucked up some of my magic, its MP had to be running on empty. Its HP regeneration wouldn’t last long. And I didn’t know if Treant’s defenses could hold up against Ymir’s brute strength. Becoming a giant, unmoving target right in front of an attack brute like Ymir was practically suicide.

‹Treant! Get outta here! I can handle this!›

‹Allow me, Master! I’ll finish him off! Our time and Experience Points are too valuable to back down against this one-eyed giant now!›

Ymir’s massive fist collided with Treant’s trunk. Treant’s massive body shook with the impact, sending leaves cascading to the ground below. Even some of the glowing blue moss from Eternal Regrowth seemed to fall from its trunk from the impact.

‹Hunggghh?!› An anguished grunt escaped from Treant’s wooden lips.

Y-yeah, I don’t think Treant’s gonna last long!

‹Don’t worry, Master! His strength is off the charts, but I can return the favor with interest! Wood Counter!› Treant whipped its trunk around and slammed a massive branch into Ymir’s body.

A thunderous boom echoed through the clearing as Ymir’s body was sent flying backward over ten meters. A single deep trench remained in the ground from where he’d braced his foot.

Treant had used Ymir’s own crazy brute strength against him!

Even Ymir should have been fatally wounded by that blow. He must have been holding on by a thread!

When the dust cleared, Ymir stood at its center, both arms clutched tightly against his left side like shields. His one, injured eye glared at Treant as he unwrapped his arms. One seemed broken but immediately began to heal through Regenerate. At that moment, the blue glow surrounding Treant faded.

‹M-my Eternal Regrowth just ended…›

Treant was out of MP to keep the skill active. I rushed back to it and stepped in front. ‹Treant! I’m coming back—turn into a tree spirit and hop on! We’re getting out of here!›

From the opposite direction, Ymir began to charge, his entire body glowing crimson with his Diamond Power.

‹Master! I’m done for! Leave me and run away!›

‹Don’t be stupid! I’m coming!›

But Ymir reached Treant before me. As he brought his raised fist down on Treant, Treant opened its mouth wide and screamed.

But then, Ymir froze. His Diamond Power disappeared as his skin turned back to its original ochre hue and his muscles shrank. Then his entire body began to tremble and spasm.

Just as I started to wonder what was going on, his skin began to split open; dozens of blue-green roots burst through all over his body, splattering flesh and blood across the ground in wide arcs. Ymir’s gargantuan body collapsed to the ground, unmoving.

Wha? Huh? What just happened? Wait, it must’ve been…T-Treant’s Reaper Seeds, right?

 

Gained 22,910 Experience Points.

Title Skill “Walking Egg” Lv — activated: gained 22,910 Experience Points.

Apocalypse Lv 92 has become Lv 104.

 

W-we did it. We beat him…

That was right. Ymir’s greatest weakness wasn’t just that his magic stat was so low; it was that his MP was just as low. 

 

Normal Skill “Reaper Seeds.” Creates plant seeds that siphon MP from those seeded. The closer the skill’s user and its target, the faster MP is absorbed. Once its prey’s MP is completely absorbed, the Reaper Seeds will grow rapidly, destroying its prey.

 

Against me, Ymir had been forced to spam Regenerate and Diamond Power, rapidly depleting his MP. Between that and the slow but relentless MP drain from Reaper Seeds, he had to have been running low. The MP cost of the last Diamond Power he used against Treant’s Wood Counter, along with his own Regenerate, must have been the final nail in the coffin.

‹Hm…? Wh-what? I…defeated him?› Treant gingerly lowered the tree branch covering its face.

I…wanted to praise Treant, but it just didn’t feel right to for some reason…

 

Part 5

 

‹WELL. I CANNOT SAY I ever thought our battle would end like this,› Treant said with a small, embarrassed smile.

‹Yeah… You can say that again,› I sighed, staring down at Ymir’s lifeless body. I’d thought the battle would be over before Reaper Seeds had time to activate, so I completely forgot Treant had even applied it.

A skill as handy as Diamond Power had to come with a sizable MP cost. If I’d thought it through and faked an attack to provoke him into activating Diamond Power, then attacked whenever I got an opening to make him use Regenerate, I might’ve been able to secure a far more stable victory without letting him deal a bunch of damage to us. I tended to prefer more specialized builds, but I guess overly skewed stats came with their own weaknesses after all. 

‹It’s weird, though… I only got twenty thousand Experience Points from a Legendary-rank like Ymir? I thought he’d be worth closer to a hundred thousand.› Considering the fact that the whole reason I took Ymir on was because I’d thought defeating him would give me a pretty significant level boost, my level didn’t go up nearly as much as I’d hoped.

‹Hmm. Perhaps there is some sort of hidden rule about Experience Point gain you don’t know, Master?› Treant responded. I met its gaze for a moment. Then, something occurred to me. I checked its status.

 

Species: World Treant

Status: Cursed, Tree Spirit Transformation: Lv 6

Lv: 130/130 (MAX)

HP: 1476/5773

MP: 23/1534

 

That battle had brought Treant from Lv: 119/130 to Lv: 130/130.

Allo, on the other hand, only went from Lv: 114/130 to Lv: 117/130.

And, incidentally, I only went from Lv: 92/175 to Lv: 104/175 too.

Welp. Guess I found the culprit. Treant clearly took the majority of the Experience Points from that fight.

‹Treant… You made it to max level.›

‹What?! Really, Master?! I’ve grown even stronger?! Then I’ll definitely be useful to you now!› Treant snapped to attention, clearly pleased. Allo narrowed her eyes as she looked at it like she was dying to say something, but thought better of it.

Now that I thought about it, Treant had made some massive contributions to this battle. Its Reaper Seeds had been working in the background, quietly chipping away Ymir’s MP, and that was ultimately what defeated him. Treant had also saved me by blocking Ymir’s punch with Eternal Regrowth, then dealt massive damage with Wood Counter, forcing Ymir to use Regenerate. Suddenly it made perfect sense why Treant got the largest portion of Experience Points.

‹Well done, Treant. You did great out there,› I praised, patting Treant’s head with the tips of my paws.

Treant proudly puffed out its chest. ‹Heh heh! All in a day’s work, Master!›

This time, we were finally really, truly finished dealing with everything Ngai Forest had to offer us. We made our way back to the Skypiercing Spire and entered to stare in awe once more at the massive spiral staircase winding up through the tower’s interior, far past our field of vision.

‹Once we leave here, our days of running around the forest, hunting monsters and gathering ingredients, will officially be over.› There wouldn’t be any point in doing that in our world; the only monsters who could offer me enough Experience Points to properly level up were here, stuck in Ngai Forest. The Divine Voice and its Spirit Servants were probably the only ones left who might be stronger than me.

I found myself feeling a little lonely at the thought. Building a base in the forest with the orangurangs, running for my life to escape the Giant Centipedes with Nina and Ballrabbit in the desert, suddenly being worshipped as a dragon god and fighting entire swarms of insects, being ambushed by fantastical creatures on a remote island… It was all tough, but fun in its own way. There was no need for me to frantically hunt down Experience Points anymore.

“Then after this is done, you should just settle down in some quiet forest somewhere, build a nice home for yourself, and occasionally visit the nearby human villages,” Allo said, smiling. “I’m sure it’ll be nice.”

‹Yeah… I can keep Human Transformation active for a really long time now, after all,› I replied with a wry smile of my own.

When I’d first arrived in this world, all I wanted was to find somewhere I belonged, where I could live my life in relative safety. But then Lilyxila came along and got me all caught up in the Sacred Skill mess, and I hadn’t had a second to relax since. With how busy I’d been until now, I was scared of losing my sense of purpose after all of this was over. What if I went off the deep end and became some sort of battle-crazed maniac?

Well, I had a lot more useful skills now than I did back then, so I could do a lot more things. I’ll probably find a ton of things I’d want to try out. I could finally kick back and spend my life finding out what they were. 

‹Besides… It’s way too early for me to already be worrying about running out of things to do. I’ve gotta settle the score with that Divine Voice bastard first,› I muttered, looking up at the dizzying spiral staircase above me. It was time for my final showdown with the Divine Voice.

‹That staircase does seem awfully long, though… From the way it looked outside, it must stretch on for quite a while,› Treant remarked.

I had to agree. The tower was so tall that I couldn’t see the top. And to get up there, we’d have to climb thousands, if not tens of thousands of steps. Forget Allo and Treant—I wasn’t even sure my superstrong Apocalypse legs could make it all the way up.

Still, I had to go up somehow. If I didn’t, I’d never know what’d become of our world.

“Maybe it would be better for you to just fly up, Master Dragon?” Allo suggested. “You could use the stairs as footholds to jump off of sometimes too.”

Treant clapped its wings together. ‹A brilliant idea, Miss Allo! What do you say, Master? Shall we up that w—›

‹Allo, Treant, get in my mouth! I’m gonna Roll up this staircase in one go!›

Treant’s expression instantly clouded over. I snatched Allo and Treant up, tossed them into my mouth, and Rolled up the spiral staircase at top speed.

‹Master! Master, please! I can’t do this for hours!› Treant’s panicked Telepathy shrieks echoed through my head. But as I Rolled, I realized something important:

Rolling was way faster than flying.

Zooming steadily up the staircase without having to worry about any obstacles was surprisingly exhilarating. The wind rushing past my body was cold and refreshing, and my body fit the staircase so well that there was no worry I’d veer off course. In fact, it was almost too perfectly aligned—almost as if my Apocalypse form had been designed specifically for Rolling up this staircase.

Wait for me, everyone! Especially you, Divine Voice! I’m coming!


Bonus Story:
Conversation with Mia

 

Part 1

 

ALLO, TREANT, MIA, AND I walked toward the Skypiercing Spire in the distance, preparing to battle its guardian, Hecatoncheires. Slowly but surely, the impossibly tall tower grew larger and larger as we drew closer until it took up most of the visible skyline beyond the trees in front of us.

After taking a short rest earlier and eating a small meal of Xiangliu meat skewers, our HP and MP were fully restored. At this point, our plan was to avoid any unnecessary battles and head straight for Hecatoncheires. If we got into any fights on the way and wasted MP on them, we’d have to consider postponing the Hecatoncheires battle—which would be less than ideal, because it’d mean risking Mia succumbing to the Mad God effect before we could get out of here.

So, to avoid that, the four of us walked carefully toward the Skypiercing Spire on foot while I scanned the area with Psychic Sense to make sure there weren’t any monsters around. We could have flown there instead, but I didn’t want to risk Ymir spotting us and chasing us to the tower.

As we walked, I covertly studied Mia’s face. It was impossible to tell what she was thinking. For some reason, her words and expressions just felt so artificial, like she was putting on an act. Still, we needed her. There was no way Allo, Treant, and I could possibly chip away enough of Hecatoncheires’s HP on our own. I couldn’t afford to stir the pot and risk upsetting her.

Besides…beyond self-interest and convenience, I wanted to trust Mia. That desire was far stronger than any distrust I felt toward her. Umukahime, her follower, hadn’t harbored any ill will toward us when we worked together.

Still, whenever I was near Mia, her presence and demeanor made me feel uneasy and restless. Maybe this was less due to the quirks of her personality or character, and more because of her species, Thanatos…and the chilling Reaper’s Aura it possessed.

“What’s the matter, Illusia? Why do you keep glancing at my face? Is there something bothering you?” Mia asked, meeting my gaze.

‹O-oh… It’s nothing, really. I was just lost in thought for a minute. Sorry if I offended you.›

“No, no offense taken,” Mia smiled, then turned to Allo. “Allo, your dear Illusia seems to be taking quite an interest in me, with how many times our eyes have met in the past few minutes. You may begin to worry that I am trying to take him away from you, so I thought I should apologize in advance.”

“H-huh?! That’s not true!” Allo blurted out, flushing. “M-Master Dragon’s just trying to figure out how much he can trust you! Don’t say weird stuff like that!”

Allo, I know you can read my thoughts, but could you please restrain yourself from sharing them with Mia?!

Treant turned to Allo with a shocked look as well, flapping its wings anxiously. ‹M-Miss Allo, that… That was…not appropriate!›

“I-I’m sorry! I-it’s just…Miss Mia said something strange, and I got confused, and…!” Allo blustered, looking from me to Mia and back again, her face still bright red.

“Your underlings really are the cutest, Illusia,” Mia said, gazing at Allo with satisfaction.
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Great. Her plan had been to tease Allo from the very start. I wished she’d stop throwing in her weird little jokes all the time. It was bad for my heart. 

Jokes aside, the fact that she didn’t even flinch at Allo’s assertion made it painfully clear how obvious my initial distrust of Mia was. Both Allo and Mia saw right through me. And judging by its attempt to cover for me, even Treant had noticed.

Well, I kinda already knew as much, but it seemed like I just wasn’t great at keeping secrets after all. I sighed.

“Heh heh, all right, I’ll lay off the teasing, Allo. But really, if something about me bothers you, please talk to me. I assumed I told you everything of importance, but I don’t know how much information you have, or what you might consider necessary to know. Ask me anything. I think we’d agree that we’d rather not have any lingering distrust before such an important battle, yes?”

‹Anything…?›

“Indeed. I want to be open, although I reserve the right to refuse if I do not want to answer, of course. Heh heh, even I have things I would rather not discuss.”

Man, she really was hard to pin down. Where did her seriousness end and her chatty side begin? It felt like Mia blurred the line between the two deliberately, and that made trusting her feel like a risk. 

Still, it made sense that there were certain things she wouldn’t want to talk about. She didn’t seem keen on using her monster form, and evaded questions about it as well, just saying she’d tell me about it one day. This was true of questions about the Divine Voice too. She refused to give me any more details than she already had, saying it wouldn’t help to know too much beforehand and it would only serve to weaken my resolve.

The same way I didn’t fully trust Mia yet, she probably didn’t fully trust me yet either. Although much of that probably stemmed from my hesitation about facing and defeating the Divine Voice.

“However…we may not have much time left to chat after all,” she added. “I said I reserve the right to refuse to answer, but unless I have a clear reason for not speaking, I intend to give you an answer. You may ask me anything, really.” Mia realized after the fact that she’d let something ominous slip unintentionally, and she put a hand over her mouth. 

‹We may not have much time left…? Wh-what’s that supposed to mean? Don’t tell me…the Mad God effect, is it…?›

“No, no, I didn’t mean that. I just thought, well, the Divine Voice has multiple Spirit Servants in our world, yes? I doubt they’d all be waiting patiently for our arrival together. And if not, we’ll likely have to split up to deal with them, so this may be our last chance to have a proper chat.”

‹I see…› Her explanation made sense. Deep down, Mia probably wanted to test me a bit more, to see if I was really prepared to join her and defeat the Divine Voice together. But the Divine Voice seemed intent on unleashing its four Spirit Servants across the world to wreak havoc. And in that case, Mia and I—who could each handle Legendary-rank monsters on our own—would be better off splitting up and targeting different monsters in the hopes of minimizing damage as much as we could. And if we split up, there was a good chance the Divine Voice would pop in and interfere before we reunited, meaning our battle would begin before I got a chance to hear the information she had to share.

As for Mia, I figured she’d prefer to just share her information now, rather than beat around the bush and cause issues later.

“Don’t hold back out of fear of offending me. I do not consider myself petty enough to get upset over such trivial matters. As your senior Sacred Skill holder, I want to impart all of the knowledge I can. I will answer you with genuine, unfiltered honesty.”

‹Er, okay, well…this might be a tough question to answer, but there’s something I’ve always wanted to ask. Do you know of Eldia? He was a black Diabolos dragon who’d been around since your generation.›

This question had been on my mind since I first met Mia. Eldia had seven dragon offspring but said Mia the Hero had killed them all. I knew there was no point in confirming the truth now, but it felt strange to leave that unasked question hanging in the air between us.

If they were Eldia’s children, that meant they were my siblings. Well, my mother was apparently a flying dragon who’d happened to visit the Island at the Edge of the World later, so I guess that’d make them my half siblings…

It wasn’t that I harbored any resentment toward Mia over the deaths of my siblings. I just wanted to confirm the facts by hearing them from Mia’s mouth. And while I knew Eldia was my father, the fleeting memories I still had of my past life created a certain sense of distance from our father-son relationship. Still, I couldn’t deny that I’d always carried a deep-seated like of my father that bordered on affection.

“Eldia…so his name survived all the way to your generation, did it? Eldia was a close companion and confidant of Noah, the Dragon Demon King.” Mia spoke wistfully, as if reminiscing about the past. “But to think his name would survive five hundred years… What did he do to deserve that? If he committed some great atrocity in that time, then the blame falls squarely on me. He was…the one I failed to finish off during my battle with Demon King Noah five hundred years ago.”

Mia wore an unusually pained expression on her face. I knew the hidden meaning behind her words from the stone tablet she’d inscribed and left in the Strange Lands of the Far East. That tablet gave a broad outline of the battle between Mia the Hero and the Demon King Noah.

Knowing he couldn’t defeat Mia, King Noah had threatened to use a skill that would activate a widespread curse upon his death and warned her that killing him would destroy Mia’s homeland and strip her of her humanity. But Mia didn’t yield to his threat, and, allegedly—although only she knew the truth of the matter—struck him down without hesitation. As a result, the once prosperous Harunae Empire, thought of as the center of the world in those times, was transformed into a barren desert of death by Noah’s curse. His curse also stripped Mia of her human life and transformed her into the undead monster she was now.

‹No… Eldia survived. He hid himself away in the most remote corner of the world for five hundred years, waiting for the next Demon King to be born. He didn’t do anything drastic that made him famous…or infamous, I guess.›

“I see…” Mia exhaled in relief. “But if Eldia was waiting for the next Demon King to arrive, does that mean he is now under your command? What a strange coincidence. An acquaintance from five hundred years ago… Eldia, Demon King Noah’s closest companion, still lives. If he now follows you…it would be best not to mention me. Eldia’s resentment for me runs so deep that he would never allow himself to be swayed from vengeance by learning the truth of the world we live in.”

‹Actually, despite surviving five hundred years, he’s…dead now. Lilyxila, the Saint of my generation, hunted Eldia down to take him from his quiet life at the edge of the world and turn him into a Spirit Servant before she faced me in battle.›

“Oh? So after waiting five hundred years…in the end, he still fell into the Saint’s palms and was forced to do her bidding,” Mia mused. “In that case, perhaps I should have killed him all those years ago…during the battle against Demon King Noah. I should have taken that responsibility upon myself. It’s just, well…” Her expression was heavy with sorrow. “No matter the generation, I cannot call myself fond of how the Saints conduct themselves. Ah…perhaps I should not say such things. In my era, Demon King Noah held my homeland hostage with a skill that would activate upon his death. I used my knowledge of this to narrow down Noah’s movements and succeeded in killing him. In response, Saint Lumira incited neighboring nations into a massacre disguised as a war against Harunae—already devastated by Noah’s curse—in order to create an advantage over me in our battle. But at its source, this conflict was orchestrated by the Divine Voice from the very beginning. By its design, I was turned into a monster and made an enemy of the world. I am not blind to the sins I’ve committed myself, obeying the Divine Voice. But this petulant game of Sacred Skill holders shifting blame on to each other in turn, over and over…is it not an exercise in futility?”

‹Mia…›

She sighed. “It’s ironic, you know. In my time, of all of us, the Beast King Bandersnatch, who ravaged the land driven by nothing but the urge to destroy, ended up causing less damage to the world than any of us. In that sense, he was the most pure of the four of us, despite his savagery and inability to be reasoned with.”

I found myself thinking of Beast King Beelzebub. He gave me a hard time, but he was genuine and comical at times, so I couldn’t bring myself to dislike him.

“So, what did you want to know about Eldia?” Mia asked. “Your question was about him. Was there something you wanted to know for certain, something you couldn’t let go of after his death? If Eldia harbored resentment toward me, then whatever he told you about me was the truth. I have no right to argue. I don’t intend to brush off what I’ve done or excuse myself by saying it was a necessary fight.”

‹No…that’s all right. I’m satisfied now. Thank you, Mia. It wasn’t exactly pleasant to hear, but I appreciate you answering me honestly.›

“Mm…? Is that so?” Mia blinked, puzzled.

I felt like I’d heard everything I wanted to hear. I didn’t feel the need to dredge up any more painful details of this story. Setting aside the fact that Mia apparently killed seven of my siblings, I considered mentioning I was Eldia’s son. But I couldn’t bring myself to tell her. 

I knew all too well that the Divine Voice had toyed with this world relentlessly for centuries. But I couldn’t dismiss the horrors brought about by its followers as simply part of its grand scheme either. The scale of the damage brought about was too immense, and Mia and the others were far too embroiled to be excused.

Mia knew all too well that her own actions, along with the Demon King’s and the Saint’s, had been orchestrated by the Divine Voice. But she couldn’t just separate herself from it and blame the Divine Voice for everything—nor did she think she should. But looking back and accepting the blame for it all was far too heavy a burden to bear; especially since Mia’s era seemed far more devastating and bloody than the conflicts I’d endured. If there was ever a time to truly accept the blame and speak of those horrors, it would be after we defeated the Divine Voice and freed the world from its grasp.

‹So…can I ask about the Divine Voice’s abilities now?›

Mia paused for a moment, hesitating, before giving a small nod. “Very well. Go ahead. But know that I firmly believe discussing them won’t change anything. All we can do is believe in ourselves and give the Divine Voice everything we’ve got.”

‹What do you mean?›

“How powerful do you think the Divine Voice is, Illusia?”

How powerful? Hmm…

I knew Mia, a Legendary-rank monster, couldn’t find any way to defeat it. And the Divine Voice was somehow able to control four Spirit Servants who were likely also Legendary-rank, if not higher. The Spirit Servants didn’t seem like any kind of trump card or main attack method either… They seemed more like a side hobby, or a collection amassed just to intimidate me. That meant the Divine Voice’s stats were so high that even four Legendary-rank monsters combined couldn’t do a damn thing against it. 

From my experience, overcoming a single letter difference in rank usually required about three times the number of monsters. In other words, to fight a rank A monster on equal terms, three B-rank monsters would have to work together to take it down.

Of course, this depended heavily on statuses and skill compatibility, so it wasn’t a rule set in stone. The Divine Voice would be far stronger than any Legendary monster. From the way Mia talked about it, I doubted we’d be able to handle it with just three times the numbers.

‹Maybe if we had, like…ten of the strongest Legendary-rank, max-level monsters, we’d stand a chance against the Divine Voice?› I hedged.

Mia shook her head. “Even a hundred of me would not last a second against the Divine Voice if it took the fight seriously. That’s how large the gap between us was the last time I tried.” Her voice was flat and matter-of-fact.

Stunned, I searched for something to say. Allo and Treant just stared at Mia with shocked expressions.

‹O-okay, now you’re taking it too far, Mia. Joking around about stuff like this is just mean.›

“You seem to be under the impression that the Divine Voice is just some fake, playing at being God. But it isn’t. It really, truly can do anything. I’ve fought it three times now, and even after that, I still failed to glean even a single piece of information on how to defeat it or gain the advantage. If the Divine Voice even begins to take the fight seriously, to show even a fraction of its true power, it will turn our arena into a hellish sea of flames we are powerless to escape. Strategies, plans, maneuvers—they all mean nothing against it. We do not even have the right to step onto the field of battle in the first place.” Mia looked at me. “After hearing the truth of the matter, surely you can understand why I was reluctant to share this information with you?”

I mean…yeah. If that was all true, then I could see why Mia couldn’t bring herself to give me that reality check, especially when I was acting so timid. I’d thought I was prepared to hear it, but honestly, I kind of regretted asking. There really was no hope of us winning this fight.

“You must do everything in your power to get stronger, and fight believing in every possibility,” Mia told me. “If you do not seize every chance upon chance afforded to you, you simply cannot defeat the Divine Voice. From the very start, it held an overwhelming advantage in this world. You said you’d fight the Divine Voice if there was a chance of defeating it, but the Divine Voice is not an opponent you can face with such naive resolve. Even if you give your everything to the battle, you may only be used and discarded, finished off in an instant. That is the kind of battle this is. In truth, I have no doubt that countless before you have perished the very same way.”

Mia’s words felt especially heavy coming from someone who’d devoted her entire life to serving the world, only to find out she was nothing more than a puppet controlled by the Divine Voice. She’d been stripped of the valor of her feats as Hero in her human life, turned into a monster at the Divine Voice’s whim, used relentlessly, then thrown away. And in the end, even her desire for vengeance had been turned into nothing more than material for the Divine Voice’s next, more powerful monster.

Ironically, the stronger we became in order to defeat the Divine Voice, the more we became the Divine Voice’s ideal Sacred Skill vessel, the one most likely to achieve a higher Laplace Authority Interference level.

Mia knew this, knew all of her hard work and suffering could be for nothing, and that in the end, she might just be another cog in her sworn enemy’s wheel. Still, she chose to remain on this path, chose to continue fighting in the hopes of one day killing the Divine Voice.

‹Don’t worry, Master!› Despite the gloomy atmosphere around it, Treant cheerily snapped its wings. ‹I’ve figured out a way to defeat that Divine Voice!› 

‹A way to…defeat the Divine Voice?› I repeated. I had a bad feeling about this.

I glanced over at Mia to find her glaring at Treant with eyes so cold it seemed like she was looking at a stone, or perhaps an insect.

I desperately pleaded at Treant with my eyes. Please, Treant. If you’re saying this to try and lighten the mood, then just stop right there. This definitely wasn’t gonna end well.

‹No, I’m dead serious, Master! I possess a counter skill that uses my opponent’s attack power! That, combined with your Valiant Soul skill, means we can endure even the most devastating of blows and send it right back to the Divine Voice! We can use its own power against it!›

My Valiant Soul skill guaranteed I would survive damage that would kill me otherwise, provided I met specific conditions.

 

Special Skill “Valiant Soul.” If hit by lethal damage with 60 percent or more HP remaining, user will always endure the damage with 10 percent HP remaining.

 

Well, if Treant could find a similar skill for itself, it might actually work. If the Divine Voice got hit by one of its own lethal attacks, even it would be in trouble. We shouldn’t count our chickens before they hatched. But if we were gonna defeat the Divine Voice, we’d need to consider every possible strategy. Mia had said as much herself. Maybe she wouldn’t judge Treant too hard for this suggestion after all.

“…Um, you see, the Divine Voice has been observing skill users for thousands, likely even tens of thousands of years. To be frank, I believe the Divine Voice to be one of the Six Great Sages who helped to form the very world we live in. So why, pray tell, would such a supreme being be foolish enough to allow an opponent to fully utilize their passive counter skill and limited endurance skill?”

Mia glared at Treant with ice-cold eyes. Y-yikes… I felt like Treant’s flippant attitude had rubbed her the wrong way more than its thoughtless suggestion.

‹F-forgive me, Miss Mia…›

Mia’s eyes suddenly widened as though she’d realized something. Then she shook her head, as if shaking her cold glare away, and returned to her usual expression. “N-no, forgive me. I was being childish. It is an idea worth considering, at least. I doubt it would be enough to take the Divine Voice down on its own, but if you acquired a powerful-enough counter skill, it may be enough to restrain the Divine Voice’s actions, even if you do not get a chance to use it.” Mia said, attempting to gloss over her harshness. “Ha ha ha! Gosh, I even said I didn’t think I was petty enough to be upset over trivial matters, and here I am, acting childish! I just can’t help it. I tend to get rather sensitive when it comes to the Divine Voice.”

Treant stood up straight and puffed out its chest. ‹Not to worry, Miss Mia! As the shield, my role is to draw enemy attacks during battle! I think I let that instinct get the better of me!› This was a typical Treant joke, but Mia still gave a strained smile.

Treant, why are you doubling down…?

“Ahh…I see. Perhaps you really do have a natural talent for being a shield, Treant.” 

‹Really? You think so? I’m honored, Miss Mia!›

That was sarcasm, Treant. Your natural talent is sticking your fingers where they don’t belong.

In that sense, Treant might have actually possessed something special: the ability to step straight on the only land mine big enough to set off Mia’s elusive, unknowable nature and make her kill him.

‹Hey, Mia…? Sorry about all the questions, but could I ask one more?› I asked.

“Yes, of course. Go right ahead.”

‹We mentioned it earlier, but I wanted to ask why you don’t want to take your Thanatos form during the fight with Hecatoncheires. It’s about more than just not being suitable for teamwork, right? Will you tell me why now? Or is that still off limits?›

“Oh, that. Yes… As I said before, I’d rather wait a little longer before I explain. Look, we’re getting close to the tower. Let’s leave the conversation here for now.”

‹…Right. Understood.›

Guess there really was a reason she couldn’t talk about it now.

I had to wonder why she needed to keep that a secret from me, even though we were allies…but then again, there was definitely a valid reason for her keeping the stuff about the Divine Voice from me. I could only assume my own hesitation was the thing fueling Mia’s distrust.

As for Mia’s true form, I assumed she’d have a perfectly reasonable reason why she continued to keep it hidden. She’d agreed to tell me later; there was no need to rush her now.

We’d only spent a brief time together so far, but I knew enough about Mia to say she possessed keen judgment. She wasn’t the type to hold things back if there wasn’t a reason.

“Don’t worry. I’ll tell you as soon as we defeat Hecatoncheires and get inside the tower. I promise,” Mia said in a small voice. It felt less like she was telling me and more like she was telling herself. Illuminated by the eternal twilight of Ngai Forest, her faintly smiling profile looked a little lonely somehow.


Afterword

 

HI, THIS IS THE AUTHOR, Necoco. Thank you for purchasing Volume 14 of Reincarnated as a Dragon Hatchling!

It’s been nearly six years since the release of Volume 1. That means if a child started elementary school when Dragon Hatchling began, they’re now old enough to be in junior high. When you think about it that way, time really does fly, huh? If that happened another ten times, that’d be sixty years!

I’ve been writing Dragon Hatchling for six years now, which feels really strange. Even when I reread the earlier volumes, I find myself remembering what happened quite vividly, like I wrote them just the other day.

I suppose it’s natural to remember the story’s contents itself, but it’s surprising just how many details I can recall: my thoughts while writing one part, how a certain character’s line was inspired by someone I know, the parts I agonized over and rewrote several times, the little playful touches in the narrative I considered removing but ultimately kept. It’s strange just how many minuscule details I remember so clearly.

Of course, if I didn’t remember them that well, I’d have to spend a lot more time rereading past volumes while writing new ones, so I consider it a blessing. As Dragon Hatchling was my debut work as an author, as well as the first novel I ever wrote that exceeded 500,000 characters, it probably holds a very special place in my memory. 

Volume 14 covers the second half of the Ngai Forest arc: the battle against the formidable Hecatoncheires, the conflict with the new-ally-turned-enemy Mia the Hero, Illusia evolving into his new Apocalypse form, and finally, the long-awaited return to the surface world.

I enjoyed writing Mia a lot, and I found myself really fond of her, so it was quite sad for me that her story had to end in this volume because of the plot. Still, I was glad I could write more about Mia outside of the main story with my bonus stories.

The battle against the Divine Voice will begin in earnest in the next volume—this marks the final arc of Dragon Hatchling. I’m thinking Illusia’s story will draw to a close in Volume 16 or 17. I hope you will stick with us until the end.

I’m usually pretty shy about rambling on about the deeper aspects of my work as an author outside of the story, but I actually ended up writing quite a bit this time. To be honest, I just couldn’t think of any other way to fill two pages for the afterword. I doubt many people read novel afterwords all the way through every time, so I guess it’s okay… I’ll have to come up with another harmless, funny story that can pad out the word count for the next volume!

While writing this afterword, I was looking back at the afterwords of past issues, and I remembered a period where I kept going on and on about growing an avocado I bought from the supermarket. I can’t believe that was already four or five years ago. Next time, I’d like to try growing kiwis or bananas…but as I was writing that, it suddenly occurred to me: Bananas don’t have seeds, do they? I just looked it up and learned that, like seedless watermelons, seedless bananas became mainstream through selective breeding to make them easier to eat. I had no idea…

Some bananas apparently still have bits that look like seeds inside, but they’re not actual seeds—just vestigial ones that no longer have the ability to germinate, so planting them won’t produce any sprouts. Apparently, the only way to propagate them is to split the banana plants up and grow them separately.

I’ve been eating bananas for over twenty years now, but I never once thought about whether they had seeds or not until just now. I hope they develop seedless avocados next. Their seeds are so big that they feel like they don’t leave much room for the flesh inside. Every time I eat one, I feel like I’m getting less flesh.

Oh, it seems like I got to a decent-enough length with my trivial chatter. That’s a relief! Thank you, avocado. Thank you, banana.

Once again, thank you for purchasing Volume 14 of Reincarnated as a Dragon Hatchling! I look forward to seeing you again in the next volume, Volume 15.

—NECOCO
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THE STORY SO FAR

After defeating Saint Lilyxila
in a battle for their Sacred Skills, Illusia
and his friends finally encountered the Divine
Voice in the flesh, and, after angering it, were locked
away in Ngai Forest. This pocket dimension is filled with a
forest of gigantic, gnarled trees that emit poisonous fumes, and
is home to a number of powerful, high-rank monsters. To make
matters worse, prolonged exposure to the trees’ poisonous fumes would
doom them to the Mad God status condition, which causes the afflicted to

lose their minds. Knowing they couldn’t last long in such a harsh environment,
Ilusia and his companions began searching for a swift escape from Ngai Forest.

While exploring the forest, Illusia and his friends discovered a tower so tall they couldn’t
see the top: the Skypiercing Spire. Suspecting the tower might connect to the outer world,
they immediately decided to climb it. However, when they drew close, they found a monster
called Hecatoncheires standing guard at the tower’s entrance. Illusia attempted to defeat him,
but Hecatoncheires’s abnormally tough defenses prevented him from landing any proper attacks.
Caught in a stalemate and losing health, Illusia and his friends were forced to retreat.

Determined to defeat Hecatoncheires and ascend the Skypiercing Spire to the outer world,
the group sought out the powerful monsters in the forest to level themselves up. After
both Allo and Treant evolved and everyone boosted their levels, they managed to take

down a fellow Legendary-rank monster said to have the ability to manipulate space and
time—only for a human to emerge from that monster’s vortex of time. That human was
the previous generation’s Hero: the Demon King Alchemia, better known as Mia the
Hero, a swordswoman. After she faced the Divine Voice head-on multiple times,
the Divine Voice had locked her away in Ngai Forest, where she had been
waiting and planning all this time to defeat it once and for all.

Despite gaining a powerful ally said to have faced off against the
Divine Voice before, Illusia couldn’t celebrate yet. For Mia
had an unsettling aura that Illusia simply couldn’t
bring himself to ignore...
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BONUS STORY Conversation with Mia
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