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   Chapter 1: The Dragon's Demise 
 
      
 
    As Lorian pondered over the application form for the Royal Academy of Knights, he was gripped by uncertainty. The vast space for his answer was intimidating, especially since he wasn’t exactly thrilled about joining. The timing was off – he had recently celebrated his 17th birthday and was anticipating the upcoming Ceremony of Paths. This event would bestow upon him his class, an important determinant for his academic journey. But his parents’ words echoed in his mind, emphasizing the importance of early application. 
 
      
 
    So, organized neatly on his table, there were applications ranging from the renowned University of Illuganasis, a hub for magical studies, to the adventurous Gretheric School. He even had an application for the Temple of Kakkerxat, though becoming a priest seemed unlikely. 
 
      
 
    Classes largely depended on family lineage. His lineage boasted of strong warriors – his mother, a swift and sharp [Alacritous Blade] of tier seven, and his father, a formidable tier eight [Adamant Guardian]. Given their stature, Lorian anticipated landing a tier seven class, likely rooted in melee combat. Yet, the specifics mattered. Would he be fast and aggressive like his mother or possess the endurance and defensive skills of his father? Crafting an apt answer was challenging. 
 
      
 
    His determination forced him to jot down a generic response. His strong probable class meant he could secure admission easily, and his application's content might not weigh as heavily. But if he somehow exceeded expectations, obtaining the rare tier eight, he would be at the kingdom’s mercy, forced to serve in ways that maximized his capabilities. A tier nine? That was a realm of challenges he'd rather not ponder. 
 
      
 
    His room was cluttered with books, detailing classes, their unique traits, and ways to level up. His parents’ wish was for him to be well-prepared, and they had imparted this knowledge since he was young. 
 
      
 
    He was grateful, though, for their restraint in not investing in equipment prematurely. Tools that might suit his father would be redundant if he inherited attributes from his mother. 
 
      
 
    Drawn to the eerie silence outside, Lorian peered out. No birds, no sounds, just a thick stillness. The sight of his father, confidently marching with a dragon's horn in his grip, was both astounding and slightly embarrassing. Here was a creature of myths, and his father had subdued it, with his mother nonchalantly perched atop. 
 
      
 
    While dragons had legendary reputations, Lorian wasn’t keen on drawing attention due to this kill. His parents’ fame was sometimes a burden. Their life was humble, without the extravagance typically associated with their stature. 
 
      
 
    Anticipating his class also brought its set of anxieties. With noble bloodlines seeking powerful ties, Lorian feared being trapped in the politics of class and nobility. His mother had faced such challenges, and his father’s audacious actions had only deterred the persistent suitors. 
 
      
 
    Lorian craved simplicity and to carve a path distinct from his lineage. The world's structure, where one's fate largely hinged on divine selection, often felt unreasonable. He had heard countless explanations but found them largely empty and unconvincing.
 
 
      
 
    His train of thought was disrupted by the sound of his parents. They would need a unique place to store their dragon trophy, given its intimidating presence. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, the room’s door burst open, revealing an ecstatic Shigeo, Lorian’s father. “Ah, Lorian! Done with your paperwork? Join us! Today’s victory calls for celebration!” 
 
      
 
    Despite their overwhelming personalities, Lorian felt a warm surge of affection. After all, quirks aside, they were a loving family. 
 
      
 
    --- 
 
      
 
    "How on earth did you cross paths with a dragon?" he inquired, already bracing himself for the long-winded story he was sure to hear. 
 
      
 
    Instead of launching into one of his legendary tales, his father wore a guilty expression. "To be honest, the dragon found us," piped in Fleta, the [Alacritous Blade], her voice echoing a playful tone. 
 
      
 
    Shigeo chuckled uncomfortably, scratching his head. "Regardless, it met its end by our hands. No one's defeated a dragon here in years. That's got to mean something." 
 
      
 
    Lorian reassured, "It's definitely an accomplishment," as he escorted his father toward the dining area where Grace had set out wine from a rather luxurious bottle.  
 
      
 
    She asked, aware of the surprise of their return, "Fancy a meal tonight?" Usually, only Lorian would dine. 
 
      
 
    Shigeo smirked, "Know any dragon recipes?" 
 
      
 
    Grace, with her rank of [Beast Tamer], chuckled. "Perhaps try the royal chefs? My cooking might leave you less than satisfied — and potentially a bit ill." 
 
      
 
    Although her class included both beasts and creatures, her rank was insufficient to engage significant monsters. Lacking the perks specific to her class, she'd improved her general attributes. Her late husband, a tier-two [Fisherman], was sadly lost, so she had been taken in largely out of kindness. Someone with a skill set more domestic would have been a better fit, yet one doesn't need a specific class to handle household chores. 
 
      
 
    "Dragons aren't poisonous, at least the red ones. You might be confusing them with the green," Shigeo countered. 
 
      
 
    Grace shot back playfully, "Perhaps you're overestimating my culinary skills." 
 
      
 
    Lorian interjected, contemplating the peculiar events that can result from combining high-level materials without the correct knowledge. He shuddered at the memory of a mishap involving pixie fingers and unicorn essence. The stain on his carpet was evidence enough. 
 
      
 
    Fleta teased him, a mother's instinct knowing when her child was up to mischief. Shigeo, attempting to change the subject, declared, "To the tavern it is!" Despite his newfound wealth, Shigeo remained unchanged. His steadfast nature was, after all, part of his character and Fleta’s love for him. 
 
      
 
    The trio ventured to the local tavern, with Lorian savouring a delightful boar stew crafted by a [Restaurant Chef] of the fourth tier. He pondered over the unfairness of the tiered class system, especially in professions like cooking. The inequality irked him, but the impending selection of his own class next week was the real source of his anxiety. He dreaded the possibility of receiving a seemingly inconsequential class. 
 
      
 
    He tuned back into his parents' animated recount of their dragon encounter. Their actual face-off with the dragon was more accidental than confrontational. The beast, lured by their roasting rabbits, underestimated the humans. Shigeo's formidable [Immovable Fortress] feat caused the dragon to misjudge, crashing and injuring itself. Although the dragon resisted, Fleta's agility proved too much. Their victory was as much due to the dragon's hubris as it was to their prowess. 
 
      
 
    --- 
 
      
 
    I hope this rewritten version captures the essence of the original while giving it a fresh twist.

  

 
  
   Lorian meticulously reviewed the stack of application forms scattered across his workspace, trying to find solace in distraction. Before he realized it, the daybreak of August seventh arrived, marking the 503rd year since the defeat of the Other. 
 
      
 
    The clock read 3 AM, an odd time to wake, but sleep was elusive for Lorian, especially today. With anticipation and excitement consuming him, he laid still, weaving tales of his possible future. Speculating his potential path kept him engaged until the hum of activity from the rest of the house stirred him. He quickly dressed and made his way downstairs. 
 
      
 
    The Path's ceremony, as significant as it was, never demanded formality. It wasn't an occasion where one dressed up. True, the nobility had their own elaborate rituals. Yet, for commoners, it was a unified, semi-annual event. The delay in leveling was a thorn in Lorian's side, but he was determined to not let it overshadow the day. 
 
      
 
    Breakfast was a lively affair. Lorian's parents playfully debated over whose footsteps he might follow. Their decision to stay back from missions for the week, just to ensure they wouldn't miss today, spoke volumes about its importance. 
 
      
 
    "In all honesty, I might end up more like Grace," Lorian teased. "After all, she's the brains of this family." 
 
      
 
    Shigeo chuckled, "You little renegade!" But behind the jest, Lorian caught a flicker of unease. The idea of their son getting a lower tier class was a real fear lurking beneath their jests. Both parents knew the challenges that a tier seven or eight class posed. Challenges Lorian could soon face. 
 
      
 
    The day was bright as the family ventured to the town square. The majestic rim overhead gave a sense that the whole universe was witnessing Thale, which sat comfortably two-thirds down the great bowl. Distant islands loomed, including the verdant Kingdom of Greenrim and the icy, dark Thief's Wastes. Further away was the Kingdom of Ergland, encased between twin source-lights. Even the elusive Isle of Mist was slightly visible through its ethereal haze. 
 
      
 
    At the town center, new adults were assembling inside a vast inscribed circle. Parents queued around its perimeter, while the town's inhabitants lingered further back. This event always had an element of surprise, making it worth attending even if you didn't know anyone personally. There was a certain allure in seeing a child from a humble background attain a high-tier class. 
 
      
 
    A raised dais stood between the circle and the mayor's residence. More officials than usual occupied it today, and Lorian knew he was the reason. Among them was an opulent noble, his attire straining against his ample girth. A representative from the king's court was present too, donning the royal insignia. 
 
      
 
    Being the child of renowned figures was at times burdensome for Lorian. 
 
      
 
    A priest enacted a feat, perhaps something akin to [Public Speaker]. The mayor's voice, amplified by some magic, addressed the gathering, outlining the day's proceedings. Once done, representatives from the Five ascended, invoking prayers. Darkness enveloped the setting, leaving Lorian isolated in the circle. 
 
      
 
    One by one, the representatives denied Lorian a class, their voices echoing disapproval. Trepidation gripped Lorian as he awaited Grungle the Maker's decree. Yet, instead of an answer, a cold foreboding enveloped him. The very fabric of the universe seemed to darken, and though the Five's clergy started to fade, Lorian felt an ominous presence behind him. Every fiber of his being shouted a single command: do not turn around. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2: The Day of Surprises 
 
      
 
    The days leading up to the great ceremony seemed to stretch endlessly for Lorian. Anticipation had a way of skewing time when one awaited a momentous event, yet had little else to occupy their mind. He'd found himself almost regretting not meticulously completing the various forms that cluttered his workspace. Still, the days, however long, did roll by, and soon Lorian greeted the dawn of August 7th, marking the five hundred and third anniversary of the Other's defeat. 
 
      
 
    Although "dawn" was a generous term, given it was 3 AM. Sleep eluded Lorian, his restless mind too consumed with the day's prospects. Fantasies of potential classes filled his thoughts, each branching into a myriad of future possibilities. 
 
      
 
    By the time the household began to stir, Lorian, tired of his restless dreaming, dressed in casual attire and descended for breakfast. The ceremony of paths, despite its significant implications, didn’t demand formal dress. The elites had their own private, elaborate ceremonies, but for the general populace, it was a shared and unpretentious event. 
 
      
 
    The frustration of missing two months of leveling weighed on Lorian, but he was determined to keep his spirits high. Breakfast was a jovial affair, with his parents playfully debating which lineage he'd inherit. They'd been home all week, opting not to risk any delays by embarking on new missions. 
 
      
 
    "Maybe I'll surprise you both and follow Grace's path. She seems to be the only one who's instilled any common sense in me," Lorian teased. 
 
      
 
    Shigeo chuckled, "Oh, you turncoat!" But Lorian didn’t miss the fleeting look of concern that crossed his father’s face, the unspoken worries of their son inheriting a low-tier class. Beneath the humor, his parents' anxieties mirrored his own. 
 
      
 
    The trio then ventured to the town plaza. Today, the sky above Thale was cloudless, revealing the grandeur of the vast expanse. The neighboring lands stood distinct against the horizon – the lush expanses of the Kingdom of Greenrim, the icy wastelands once known as the Thief's tropical paradise, and the distant Kingdom of Ergland, snug between two source-lights. Even the enigmatic Isle of Mist was faintly discernible. 
 
      
 
    In the plaza, young adults from Thale and neighboring regions began to gather within a giant engraved circle. Spectators surrounded the perimeter, eager for the surprises the ceremony often unveiled. On a dais near the mayor's residence, the usual attendees were joined by a few notable individuals, their presence undoubtedly linked to Lorian’s renowned lineage. 
 
      
 
    Ignoring the stares, Lorian focused on the ceremony. The mayor's amplified voice greeted the audience, laying out the process and reminding attendees of the significance of the event. 
 
      
 
    As the clergy members representing the Five Gods stepped forth, the atmosphere grew charged. The surroundings dimmed, leaving only Lorian, the glowing circle, and the distant platform. One by one, the priests and priestesses renounced him in the name of their gods. Desperation welled up inside Lorian as he turned to the final deity's representative, Grungle the Maker. Silence persisted, replaced by an ominous aura that seemed to deepen the encompassing darkness. A foreboding presence lurked behind Lorian, filling him with an indescribable dread. 
 
      
 
    The scene was set for something entirely unexpected. 
 
    to detain Lorian and his family.  
 
      
 
    Three guards immediately rushed forward, surrounding Lorian, their spears held at the ready. His mother let out a fearful cry while his father clenched his fists, his eyes narrowing in anger.  
 
      
 
    "Get your hands off my son," growled his father, the power and authority of a tier seven in his voice. 
 
      
 
    "I am acting on the orders of Earl Gretton," Roderick declared pompously. "Your son has been chosen for service in his lordship's estate." 
 
      
 
    Lorian's heart raced, feeling a rush of anger, frustration, and fear. "I've done nothing wrong. On what grounds are you detaining me?" 
 
      
 
    Roderick sneered, "It's not a matter of right or wrong. The Earl desires your services and that's all that matters." 
 
      
 
    Just as the tension was about to boil over, a gentle hand rested on Lorian's shoulder. Looking up, he saw the glowing priest who had spoken on behalf of Grungle the Maker earlier. The priest, with a calm aura surrounding him, gently said, "The lad speaks the truth. He holds no obligations to serve under any household unless he willingly consents." 
 
      
 
    Roderick scoffed, "And who are you to defy the orders of an Earl?" 
 
      
 
    The priest's gaze was unwavering, "I am the voice of Grungle. And today, I speak for this young man." 
 
      
 
    Roderick's face turned several shades of red, clearly unused to being defied. But confronting a priest, especially one of Grungle, was not wise, even for an Earl's son. 
 
      
 
    The guards, sensing the gravity of the situation and not wanting to be at the center of a religious and political storm, hesitated. They took a step back, their spears lowered. 
 
      
 
    Roderick gritted his teeth, "This isn't over." 
 
      
 
    Lorian, his heart still pounding, turned to the priest, "Thank you." 
 
      
 
    The priest nodded, "Always trust in yourself, Lorian. Grungle may have given you a chance, but it is up to you to make the most of it." 
 
      
 
    With that, the priest moved away, leaving Lorian and his parents to finally make their way home, the weight of the day heavy on their shoulders but with a newfound determination burning within Lorian's heart. 
 
    Here's the revised version of the provided passage: 
 
      
 
    "How may I assist you today?" Lorian's tone was dripping with insincere courtesy. 
 
    "Firstly, present yourself for evaluation and official recording." 
 
    "If I remember correctly, registration is only mandatory for those possessing illegal classes or those of tier five and above. I fit neither category." 
 
    "And you expect me to believe that a child born to an [Adamant Guardian] and [Alacritous Blade] has a class below tier five?" 
 
    Suppressing his irritation at the condescending noble's refusal to mention his parents by name, Lorian responded sarcastically, "My apologies for any misunderstanding. However, if you feel the barrier is faulty, I'd suggest addressing the clergy directly." 
 
    "Watch your words, youngster. Your reaction post-ceremony was uncharacteristic of someone with a mere tier four class. Perhaps, you're relying on a magical artifact from your parents to avoid detection. I insist you subject yourself to an appraisal!" 
 
    Lorian's smirk grew as the atmosphere grew tense, with even the guards distancing themselves from the noble. 
 
    "You insist?" the [Adamant Guardian] interjected, exerting an overpowering presence that had the younger noble sweating profusely. "Seems you haven't strayed far from your father's footsteps. Maybe you need the lesson I imparted to him." 
 
    "That's not a wise choice," intervened a distinct voice, representing the royal palace. "Tampering with a class-bestowing ceremony is a grave crime. Still, it can easily be refuted. If the claim proves false, other punitive actions are available, more suitable than an altercation." 
 
    Lorian mentally kicked himself. Years ago, after the current Earl Gretton pursued his mother, Shigeo disciplined him, and it had been effective. The young noble still feared Shigeo. Yet, this royal representative wasn’t one to be easily swayed. Lorian contemplated his next move. 
 
    "You believe I possess a high-tier class and I’m purposefully evading registration? Why? I'd be ineligible for the adventurer’s guild or any higher academic institution. All of them would demand their own evaluation, discovering my lack of registration immediately." 
 
    "Your accusations lack foundation," replied the royal delegate, refusing to be provoked. "But a noble has made an assertion, and it warrants investigation." 
 
    "What's your take?" Lorian addressed the accusing noble. 
 
    "To think that the offspring of such a pair isn't at least tier five is ludicrous." 
 
    Seizing the opportunity, Lorian retorted, "So you're insinuating that my mother was unfaithful?" 
 
    The increasing intensity of Shigeo’s aura forced Roderick Gretton to his knees.  
 
    "I never claimed that!" 
 
    "You implied that a child of their union couldn't possibly be below tier five. By that logic, I can't be their legitimate child." 
 
    "Such words never left my mouth." 
 
    "Did I misinterpret?" Lorian sought validation from his mother. 
 
    "That's precisely how I interpreted it," she affirmed, her smile unwavering. 
 
    "Enough," the royal envoy intervened, successfully reining in Shigeo’s aura. The weight of the palace’s reputation was undeniable. 
 
    "I've entertained this long enough," Lorian chuckled. "Let's proceed with the appraisal and unveil my grand tier one class." 
 
    The aura emanating from Shigeo vanished as he gaped at his son. "You have what now?" 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3: A Noble's Persistent Arrogance 
 
      
 
    "According to records, he's been designated as [Apprentice Clothier]," an older woman with glasses and clad in a knit sweater stated. "Tier one, level one, and his singular skill is [Sewing]. He obviously doesn't have any unique attributes or special abilities." 
 
      
 
    The royal court's delegate quirked an eyebrow, while a stunned Roderick Gretton stared. 
 
      
 
    Lorian inquired, a hint of exasperation in his voice, "May I depart now?" He wasn't particularly optimistic about their withdrawal, but a part of him wondered what ridiculous reason Roderick would conjure up next. 
 
      
 
    "You've hidden your true identity," Roderick accused. 
 
      
 
    Lorian responded, trying to mimic the royal delegate's earlier expression but failing, "So, are you insinuating I've presented a counterfeit status to an official assessor? That would be a more serious offense than evading the barrier at a class assignment ritual, don't you think?" 
 
      
 
    The delegate responded succinctly, "Yes, it would. Are you refuting this claim?" 
 
      
 
    Lorian responded sarcastically, "Of course. Why would I even do that? And if I were to disguise my status, I'd choose something more credible and less humiliating. Feel free to inspect me for magical objects." 
 
      
 
    The inspector, acknowledging his invitation, used an ability to scan Lorian. "I can confirm he doesn't possess any magical items," she declared. 
 
      
 
    Roderick surveyed the crowd in the crowded tent. The town's mayor was present, along with Lorian's parents. While magical measures likely muffled the sounds within the tent, outside eavesdropping was not entirely impossible. As frustrating as this situation was, creating a scene would not be beneficial. However, Roderick couldn’t ignore Lorian's point. Why would anyone feign such a low-ranking class? And a child from such distinguished parents should be at least tier five. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, an unsettling thought crossed Roderick’s mind. Could Lorian's provocative statement be factual? Physical resemblance to his parents was not concrete proof of lineage. 
 
      
 
    Deciding to retract his claims, Roderick said, "I was taken aback by the unexpected situation and made hasty judgments. I apologize for my impropriety. Please, return to your residence." 
 
      
 
    Everyone present was taken aback by his sudden shift in demeanor. Yet, with one more remark, Roderick made things worse. "And Lorian, remember you're always welcome at our estate." 
 
      
 
    The atmosphere was palpable. Fleta's smile was menacing, devoid of warmth. "Could the priestess of Gaia be summoned?" she asked the mayor. "I believe she can clear up certain misunderstandings." 
 
      
 
    Roderick, realizing his misstep, stammered, "That’s unnecessary! My comments were misconstrued!" 
 
      
 
    But it was too late. The priestess's arrival and subsequent affirmation of Lorian's lineage only served to heighten the tension. Lorian found it peculiar that the priestess could verify parentage, but given the nobility's tendencies, it was probably a handy skill to have. 
 
      
 
    The royal representative finally said, "I believe everything has been clarified, at least for the time being." 
 
      
 
    Shigeo retorted, "What do you mean 'for the time being'?" 
 
      
 
    The delegate explained that this unusual event would undoubtedly pique curiosity, with many wanting to understand the anomaly. Lorian sighed, exasperated with this intricate game of politics. He had hoped to avoid the politics of high-tiered nobility, but even the low tier brought its own set of complications. 
 
      
 
    Shigeo grumbled, "Anyone else wanting to interfere can take a hike." The intensity in his voice evident. "Let's go home." 
 
      
 
    As Lorian's family left the tent, Fleta shot Roderick one final, cold stare. The trip home was silent, and only when they reached home did Shigeo turn to Lorian, "So, tell me, did you antagonize one of the Five?" 
 
      
 
    Lorian hesitated, "There's something more pressing I refrained from discussing earlier. Regarding your class designation ceremony, who was present? You mentioned it was just you and the Five in a void, right?" 
 
    "Did any go missing?" he asked. 
 
    "No, all five were present. Yet... are you sure there wasn't something else... or someone behind you?" 
 
    "Absolutely." 
 
    Fleta's face wrinkled in confusion. "Just you and the Five. No one should intervene. Their words are only for your ears." 
 
    "Yet, someone or something did. It proposed a class to me and labeled the Five as deceivers." 
 
    "That entity gave you this class?" 
 
    "No, that was Grungle's doing. I declined the entity's offer." 
 
    "Is that why you seemed so shaken post-ritual?" 
 
    "Yes. Its presence was overwhelming. It never revealed its identity." 
 
    Reflecting, Lorian wondered if the Five might have manipulated this "intrusion". Their reactions were oddly muted. Was this a lesson in humility? 
 
    "If that creature messed up your ritual, I swear I'll send it flying," she threatened. 
 
    "I think it was my error," he admitted. "I wanted to prove myself without a gifted class. Grungle granted that wish. But he said there's still hope for me." 
 
    "Even with a tier one class? And your plan is?" 
 
    "To utilize math." 
 
    "Math? Explain." 
 
    "Crafting experience depends on material and creation tiers, plus success level. We have a frozen dragon. Guess its tier? Using its resources, even if I fail, the experience I gain is substantial. I just need the optimal balance." 
 
    His parents exchanged glances, amazed at his analytical approach. 
 
    "Thinking of using my loot?" Shigeo chuckled. 
 
    "Exactly. Arrange a dismantler soon. Once I level up, I promise new gear for you." 
 
    Fleta's concern was clear. "You do know you'll need level fifty for your first feat?" 
 
    "I'll research the perks and feats of tier one classes. More importantly, is the palace guy a threat?" 
 
    Shigeo's laughter faded. "Rumors might depict us as blasphemers, leading to a possible inquisition." 
 
    "How can they force us out?" 
 
    "Many ways. Like instigating a mob against us or even arson." 
 
    "We should contact Earl Gretton," Fleta interjected. "Ensure he's aware of the consequences." 
 
    "Exactly. I should head there before his son does." 
 
    "We should clarify you chose this class," Fleta added. "Might counteract other rumors." 
 
    "Fine by me," Lorian conceded. 
 
    Shigeo dashed off, his sturdy legs propelling him quickly. Fleta continued, "Our dragon's sale got delayed. But I know a dismantler who'd love the job. He might arrive in days. Which materials do you want?" 
 
    "Skin and sinew. Without a feat, scales are unusable, and I can't waste a slot on that."  
 
      
 
    This revised version retains the essence while adding some flair and depth to the dialogue and actions. 
 
    Alright, I'll re-write this in a way that maintains the essence of the story while altering the presentation and choice of words: 
 
      
 
    --- 
 
      
 
    "Anything missing?"   
 
    "No, but were you alone in there?"   
 
    "Of course. Just me and the Five," Fleta remarked, a hint of worry evident. "It's meant to be a private exchange."   
 
    "But something else did interrupt. It offered me a class, even dared to call the Five deceivers."   
 
    "And you took that class?"   
 
    "No, Grungle offered it. I rejected the other's proposal."   
 
    "That explains your shock post-ritual."   
 
    "Yes, its mere presence was eerie. Yet, I found myself seeking the Five's guidance, which I haven't done in ages. Curious, right? The Five didn't seem surprised. Maybe they orchestrated it?"   
 
    "Why?"   
 
    "Perhaps to remind me of my reliance on them? They work in mysterious ways."   
 
    "That's unsettling. If that entity tainted your ritual, I'll make it regret it," Fleta declared.   
 
    "Actually, it was my choice. I yearned for merit-based achievement, and Grungle granted that wish. But I have a plan."   
 
    "Even with a first-tier class?"   
 
    "Yes. It's about math and crafting. The dragon's materials will be top-tier. If used wisely, I could still excel."   
 
    His parents were taken aback by his determination.   
 
    "You're thinking of using the dragon? Ambitious!" Shigeo laughed.   
 
    "Absolutely. And once I max out, I'll craft something epic for you."   
 
    "Have you thought about the long-term? You'll need to level up quite a bit to gain any perks," Fleta pointed out.   
 
    "Not sure yet. But right now, we should be more worried about the palace's interference."   
 
    Shigeo's joy faded. "They might make false accusations, tarnishing our reputation."   
 
    "How could they?"   
 
    "Fake mobs, arson, many ways. But they'd be foolish."   
 
    "Visit Earl Gretton soon," Fleta suggested. "Ensure he knows the consequences."   
 
    "Good idea. Better to beat his son there."   
 
    "We should tell him your class was your choice. It's closer to the truth," Fleta said.   
 
    "I agree."   
 
    Shigeo sprinted out, aiming to reach the Gretton estate swiftly.   
 
    Fleta added, "Negotiations for the dragon are still pending. I'll get a dismantler. He's highly skilled and would love to work on a dragon."   
 
    "I'd need its leather and sinew. The scales are beyond my current skill set."   
 
      
 
    --- 
 
      
 
    This rewritten version has maintained the essence and length while altering the style of presentation and choice of words. 
 
    Every answer seemed to only lead to more questions. What were the abilities he truly desired? Without delving deep into the choices, that question remained enigmatic. The next quandary? Just how deep did his hypocrisy run? 
 
    He had voiced his disdain for the Five gifting others with unmerited privileges. Yet, didn't he now possess dragon materials by sheer chance? This privilege was not of his own making, despite what the Maker might suggest. Suppose he were a child of less affluent or giving parents? Such fortune would not be his. Was leaning on his parents' generosity not the same as accepting the Five's favoritism? The key difference was he understood his parents' bias, being their kin. The reasons behind the Five's apparent favoritism, however, were enigmatic. Would understanding them bring him peace? 
 
    Still, even amidst his grievances, he'd probably have seized any advantages had they been presented by the Five. Why refuse a golden opportunity out of mere pride? 
 
    Brushing the philosophical musing aside, he announced, "I'll begin my research now." 
 
    "I'm here if you need any insights," came the supportive reply. 
 
    He responded with a grin, "I'm aware." 
 
    His parents' taciturn acceptance caught him off guard. They never even hinted at him pursuing menial roles. Did they expect that conversation to ensue only after he failed? 
 
    Failure was not in his lexicon. 
 
    Once in his sanctuary, he pulled out a reference book detailing crafting classes, searching for his specific class. As expected, it was the prime tailoring class. Each beginner class presented two feats, one at level fifty and another at the pinnacle of one hundred. Yet, the tome lacked information on level one hundred feats – an untouched ceiling. However, the level fifty data was intact. 
 
    He scanned through the options: [Material Expertise], [Mana Stitching], [Pattern Production], [Flexible Stitcher], [Defensive Construction], and [Runic Embroidery]. 
 
    One particular entry gripped his attention: [Runic Embroidery], with its ability to infuse magical properties. An idea flickered. Skimming through advanced class tiers, he spotted a pattern. This enchantment loop was exclusive to tier one, enabling a perpetual enhancement cycle. 
 
    He discovered that this peculiarity was also shared by [Neophyte Smith] and [Neophyte Alchemist], albeit with subtle differences. 
 
    Would this endless loop indeed escalate indefinitely? A jubilant Lorian, brimming with excitement, began sketching his findings. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4: Delving into a Mathematical Maze 
 
      
 
    Saving his perks was an option. Thus, if Lorian waited until reaching level fifty without using any, he could immediately activate the [Runic Embroidery] boost ten times. Each application would offer a cumulative five percent enhancement, cumulating to an impressive sixty-two-point-nine percent. A bonus easily achieved by higher-tier players like Shigeo or Fleta with only two perks. However, Lorian's focus lay elsewhere. 
 
      
 
    Implementing [Runic Embroidery] to intensify perk effects started with a base enhancement of five percent. With the perk's assistance, it escalated to a bit more than eight percent. Cumulatively, each five percent per perk would then transform to five-point-four, culminating at sixty-nine-point-three. But, that’s where it plateaued. Regardless of the items he produced, the enhancement never quite touched the seventy percent mark. Compared to a tier seven's double perks, it hardly felt like a game-breaking cheat. 
 
      
 
    But what if he hit the level cap? Running the math again, Lorian realized a possible boost slightly above two-hundred percent for [Runic Embroidery]. Potent, yet not the limitless potential he'd anticipated, especially given it would claim all twenty perk slots. 
 
      
 
    Another analysis revealed he'd require thirty-three slots to exploit a feedback loop. Gaining extra perk slots seemed impossible; every five class levels earned only one slot. Even if [Runic Embroidery] was considered a skill and not a feat, the [Neophyte Alchemist] fell short. Stacking identical items for the same effect wasn’t feasible. Yet, a revelation dawned on Lorian; using varied sources for the same effect was allowed, like a potion from a [Neophyte Alchemist]. Could [Runic Embroidery] complement [Runic Engraving]? Running the numbers, Lorian discovered that the combined effect didn't exceed ninety percent at level fifty. However, at level one hundred, the results were astonishing. Achieving the dream of infinite power was in sight by level ninety! 
 
      
 
    Furthermore, [Neophyte Alchemist]'s improved multiplier post level fifty, thanks to [Alchemy] being a skill, slashed the requisite level to eighty. Even bypassing the [Neophyte Smith] only pushed it to level ninety-five. Could a solo endeavor at level one-hundred with a fitting feat make it work? An intriguing notion. 
 
      
 
    However, reaching level eighty seemed daunting. Could an initial boost from an elite-tier crafter aid? Yet, even if the primary effect of an advanced enchanting feat exceeded, the perks compensated the gap. 
 
      
 
    The tentative blueprint involved recruiting two tier-one allies and power leveling to eighty. The dragon promised ample resources for both alchemists and smiths. Coupled with some high-powered experience enhancers from his parents, the dragon might expedite their journey past level fifty. But estimating the exact timeline was essential. A hundred-year crafting spree was unrealistic. 
 
      
 
    As for experience boosters? A hypothetical tier ten entity, unseen since the rift wars but theoretically possible, dedicating all perks to enhance experience would yield a boost above three-thousand percent. Astonishing, yet demanding. A tier six individual at level fifty might only yield forty-two percent, significantly short of breaking any records. The path ahead remained uncertain, and Lorian needed a breakthrough. 
 
    Despite the vast collection of books in Lorian's room—a result of his parents' relentless focus on education—he lacked the specifics about the items he could craft. While his skill imparted some knowledge, the intricate details like tiers, materials, production time, and experience points eluded him. He'd have to seek these answers either at a proper library or from another tailor. But with recent political upheavals and the intrusion at his ceremony, venturing out would wait until his father's return. 
 
      
 
    Another potential obstacle could be limitations on the enchantments. The assumption that any potion or enchantment could possess boundless power might be misguided. There might be an upper limit—like a perk boost capped at 100%. Although no records spoke of such limits, Lorian wondered who, in their right mind, would think of obtaining sixteen of the same perk? Yet, considering the popularity of the book and the tier one class, he might not be the trailblazer he thought he was. 
 
      
 
    As he concluded his calculations, Lorian moved downstairs, where Fleta inquired, "Back so soon? Discover anything significant?" 
 
      
 
    "Possibly. I'm on the lookout for a tier one [Neophyte Smith] and [Neophyte Alchemist]—those without perks. If we manage to reach level eighty, we might create infinitely potent potions and enchanted gear. I'll have to secure more dragon for them," Lorian shared. 
 
      
 
    Fleta appeared skeptical, "Achieving such a level requires more than just one dragon. Your father and I are barely past eighty." 
 
      
 
    Lorian countered, "Yes, but your skills have intricate demands. I only need fabric and thread, and I can endlessly improve." 
 
      
 
    Fleta teased, "We could embark on a journey to the Isle of Mist, if only we could stand being apart from you." 
 
      
 
    Many had attempted to challenge the myriad monsters on the Isle of Mist. Few returned, realizing the venture's recklessness or perhaps finding an unspoken paradise. 
 
      
 
    Their banter was cut short as the door banged open, revealing a visibly upset Shigeo. 
 
      
 
    Fleta immediately asked, "What's happened?" 
 
      
 
    Shigeo vented, "Someone beat me to it. They heard a false rumor about us desecrating a shrine of Gaia during our dragon fight, and that Lorian received a lesser class as punishment from the Five." 
 
      
 
    Lorian, startled, responded, "We didn't harm any shrine, did we?" 
 
      
 
    "It was the dragon. We compensated the locals and generously contributed to Gaia's temple," Shigeo clarified. 
 
      
 
    Concerned, Lorian inquired, "So, someone observed your dragon fight?" 
 
      
 
    Shigeo pondered, "Not necessarily. Maybe they heard it from the locals. But the rapid spread of this embellished story is worrisome." 
 
      
 
    "I'm tired of these political games," Shigeo muttered. 
 
      
 
    Fleta teased, "It's the verbal politics that you despise. You'd rather settle matters with fists." 
 
      
 
    Their jests seemed to ease the mood, but the looming concern remained. 
 
      
 
    Lorian then mentioned his plan to visit the tailor to Shigeo, who was puzzled. After a brief explanation and discussion about their safety, Fleta decided to accompany him halfway. 
 
      
 
    As they prepared to leave, Shigeo, after a hearty laugh, handed Lorian a bracelet. "This will amplify your experience points," he explained. 
 
      
 
    Lorian cheekily added, "Two more, perhaps?" 
 
      
 
    With feigned indignation, Shigeo exclaimed, "Handing over a treasure wasn't enough?" Their playful exchange continued as they exited the home, with Fleta watching fondly, admiring the benefits of their well-honed skills. 
 
    Ethan glanced around hesitantly. "Does it feel like we're the center of attention today?" he murmured, sensing many pairs of eyes on him. Though accustomed to being in the spotlight when accompanied by his renowned parents, usually, the glances were directed at them, not him.  
 
    "Hold your head high and appear confident, not like you're hiding something," Fleta counseled. 
 
    He took a deep breath, squaring his shoulders, making his way towards the harbor. Luckily, he had no reasons for guilt to weigh on him.  
 
    Contrary to his apprehensions, the locals weren’t buzzing with stories of Gaia's shrine or his ascension to tier one. What most knew was his barrier crossing after the ceremony, an event witnessed by the town. While it revealed he was no higher than tier four, it wasn’t particularly scandalous.  
 
    Their favorite tailor was located a few streets away from the central adventurers' guild, which sat prominently by the sea. A shop positioned further in town, away from the bustle of the port, provided a sustainable business environment.  
 
    Suppressing his anxiety, Ethan took a path separate from Fleta. The unease of navigating his hometown, once familiar and warm, unnerved him. A mere message from a palace servant and a baseless whisper to the Earl transformed the ambiance. Every step felt like threading in a dangerous zone, expecting an ambush. 
 
    But no surprises awaited him, and he entered their family-favored tailoring shop, greeted by the chime of a bell.  
 
    A young girl, without a class but mature enough for receptionist duties, sat perched on a stool. Her pristine, frilly dress was grander than what some nobles wore.  
 
    An advertisement as well as a receptionist, he mused, noting the deliberate height of her seat. 
 
    "I'm here for Edward. Is he around?" Ethan inquired. 
 
    "You mean my father? Let me check," she responded, disappearing through a back door. 
 
    Soon after, a middle-aged man emerged. Edward, renowned as a fourth-tier [Adept Clothier], greeted, "Ah, young Ethan! Unfortunate about your class, but glad to see you’re undeterred. How might I assist today?" 
 
    "You’re hardly old," Ethan retorted playfully. 
 
    Edward’s daughter, Lily, hopped back on her seat, staying neutral. 
 
    "Actually, my new class is the reason for my visit," Ethan began. 
 
    Edward's brow furrowed. It was rare for a combat class to need a tailor's expertise. Some elite classes had apparel preferences, but a fourth-tier or below with specific clothing needs was unheard of. 
 
    "When I stood before the Five, I asked for no favors, just a challenge," Ethan explained, "and Grungle certainly delivered." 
 
    Edward, taken aback, exclaimed, "You made a request to them? And they agreed?" 
 
    "Not a direct one, more like a desire for a trial. Grungle’s response was... intriguing." 
 
    "And what exactly did you get?" Edward asked, curiosity evident. 
 
    "[Novice Tailor]." 
 
    Lily's startled gasp was simultaneous with the sound of her tumbling off her stool, matching the drop of Edward's open-mouthed surprise. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5: When the Priestess Spoke Up 
 
      
 
    "I've heard there might be an opportunity here..." began Edward, only to be interrupted by Lorian’s gesture. 
 
    "I’m here for guidance, not jobs. Given my parents' profession, I have easy access to top-notch materials. I just need to figure out the best item to craft that maximizes both time and resources." 
 
    Edward paused, processing. "Alright, at the basic tier, you only possess the [Tailoring] skill. Even without auxiliary skills, you can create something worthwhile. But using your parents’ resources? Isn't that, well, a shortcut?" 
 
    Lorian replied, trying not to sound defensive, "I've been the model child for seventeen years. There's a distinction between parents aiding their offspring and seeking gratuitous handouts." 
 
    "Considering the Five view us all as their children, with Gaia known as the Mother..." 
 
    "Well, favoritism isn’t fair," Lorian countered nonchalantly. "Regardless, I'm not here to discuss divine decisions. They have their reasons, even if beyond my comprehension." 
 
    Shifting uneasily at the borderline blasphemous talk, Edward redirected. "On the crafting front, if you’re resource-constrained, I’d suggest Ergland-style wristbands. They're intricate and tier seven but use minimal material. Without auxiliary skills, you might make one daily. If efficiency isn’t a concern, design a basic gown and then double its value by embellishing it. This shifts it from a 'basic dress' tier to 'luxurious gown'. In theory, you'd add fine details, but you could merely stitch a fabric swath to it, and it’d qualify." 
 
    Perplexed, Lorian checked his entry-level skill, finding no hints about the Ergland wristband. He'd research it later. However, the dress idea seemed promising. The increased material expense might not be ideal, but the time-saving was noteworthy. He envisioned crafting numerous children’s gowns, albeit non-functional. 
 
    "I appreciate the guidance. I'll do more research at the library." 
 
    "Always happy to help. Given your family's reputation, I’m awaiting something grand." 
 
    With a nod to Lucy, who was adjusting her dress post-tumble, Lorian exited, the door chime echoing his departure. 
 
    After a hectic day filled with ceremonies, research, and travel, Lorian found himself without a moment to drop by the library. As the lights dimmed, marking the end of business hours, he realized he'd run out of time to find what he was searching for at the library. Home offered little distraction. Maybe Grace might have some spare needles, but that wouldn’t suffice to craft something worthy of decent experience points, especially if it were to be fashioned from dragon materials. The thought of turning a ton of adamantite into mundane objects like needles and pins made Lorian chuckle. He could already picture Shigeo's astounded expression. 
 
      
 
    No store would offer a complete tailoring set, as demand was sparse. Why would anyone bother crafting homemade clothes when professionals did it far better? Unlike food, which was a daily necessity, well-crafted clothes could last years. If crafted by a tailor with the right durability skills, they might never wear out. The primary issue was children outgrowing them. Hence, cooking at home was more commonplace than tailoring. Only the wealthiest could afford to dine out daily or hire a specialized cook. 
 
      
 
    Thus, Lorian would have to approach a blacksmith for a custom toolset. While he'd never personally commissioned anything, his parents were familiar customers. He fondly remembered accompanying them and befriending the colossal, bearded smith named George. George, with his long beard that almost touched his belt, could've been mistaken for a dwarf if not for his towering stature. But dwarves hadn’t been seen since the rift wars, and many had forgotten their appearance. 
 
      
 
    As a tier-five [Expert Weaponsmith], George specialized in weaponry. But Lorian was confident that George's expertise could extend to crafting other metal objects. A well-aimed needle could do damage, after all. And any hefty metal object could be a weapon in its own right. For tasks beyond George's specialty, his tier-four [Adept Blacksmith] apprentice would suffice. 
 
      
 
    Though George often worked late, his forge was situated far from the coast, in the town's northeastern district. Lorian journeyed through the residential zones, reaching the town plaza. Earlier, it had been bustling with activities and ceremonies, but now, it was eerily vacant. With all official proceedings concluded, all signs of the day's events had vanished. 
 
      
 
    The plaza wasn't deserted, but the day's crowds had dispersed. Lorian's path led him past the Five Temples lined side by side. In his current state of mind towards the deities, he strode past, maintaining a neutral expression. But a voice halted him. A priestess from Gaia's temple was confronting a man in black attire. The man seemed to be using some privacy ability as Lorian couldn't hear his replies. After a terse exchange, the man was dismissed. As he turned, Lorian realized he recognized him from earlier events. 
 
      
 
    Lorian pieced things together. The man's presence hinted at connections to recent unsettling gossip. The priestess would know of Lorian's family's generous contribution post their dragon expedition. Recognizing the man’s surprise upon seeing him, Lorian deduced the mastermind: a marquess. Five of them resided in Hrellflan, but through elimination, Lorian pegged Lord Dwilerp as the most probable culprit. 
 
      
 
    Engaging the servant playfully, Lorian indirectly got a confirmation of Lord Dwilerp's involvement. Gratefully, he thanked the priestess, who promised repercussions for the deceit. Continuing his journey, Lorian reached George's smithy, which was winding down for the day. 
 
    George, setting aside a heap of materials, approached Lorian with a knowing smirk. "Ah, Lorian! Here to finally craft your inaugural blade?" 
 
      
 
    Lorian laughed lightly, "Actually, I've decided against armaments." 
 
      
 
    George raised an eyebrow. "Don't get lured by those ostentatious weapons from the central cities. Focus on honing genuine skills." 
 
      
 
    Lorian appeared taken aback. He hadn't anticipated George's misunderstanding. "It's not about weapons. I’ve taken up a crafting class." 
 
      
 
    "A crafting class? Really? Shigeo's offspring chose that?" George exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    "Isn’t it ironic coming from you?" Lorian countered. 
 
      
 
    George waved him off, "Didn’t mean any harm. So, what'll it be?" 
 
      
 
    "I need tailor's tools – a complete kit. Plus, another kit with any sharp objects made of adamantite." 
 
      
 
    George, surprised, remarked, "Adamantite sewing tools? You truly are Shigeo's son. What's the class?" 
 
      
 
    "[Neophyte Tailor]." 
 
      
 
    "Wait a moment," George frowned, "Neophyte means you're a beginner, yet you're asking for adamantite?" 
 
      
 
    Lorian smirked, "Ever tried piercing dragon leather with a common needle?" 
 
      
 
    George winced, "I've never attempted poking any part of a dragon! You’re talking about your parent’s dragon conquest, right? It's invaluable. Don't squander it." 
 
      
 
    Agitated, Lorian responded, "I challenged the Five and they led me here. It's my parent’s choice. You know what? I'll source my gear from Hrellisti. Cancel my order." 
 
      
 
    He departed, George trailing behind with apologies. Although irritated, Lorian pondered his interactions of the day while heading home. The townsfolk seemed curious rather than judgmental. His chat with Edward was encouraging, the priestess of Gaia was surprisingly supportive, and the black-clad man, Lord Dwilerp’s servant, had revealed useful information. Even George's disagreement was about the dragon's value, not Lorian himself. 
 
      
 
    Reaching home, Lorian found Shigeo impatiently waiting. "Where were you?" 
 
      
 
    "I met Edward and George. Decided against ordering from the latter." 
 
      
 
    Fleta, joining the conversation with Grace, added, "Always let someone know your whereabouts. We’ve communicated with the guild. They'll guide interested individuals our way." 
 
      
 
    "Right," Shigeo chimed in, "I'll fetch you the finest tools from Hrellisti." 
 
      
 
    Lorian smiled, "That's generous, but I just need adamantite-compatible tools." 
 
      
 
    Shigeo chuckled, "Adamantite tailor tools? A golem would’ve fled knowing its destiny!" 
 
      
 
    Lorian responded with a playful roll of his eyes, "Golems don’t feel emotions." 
 
      
 
    Grace shifted the conversation, "Anything eventful during your outing?" 
 
      
 
    Lorian replied, "Marquess Dwilerp is behind the gossip." 
 
      
 
    Shigeo’s sudden grip broke his wine glass. The shattered glass and the spilled wine summed up his reaction perfectly. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6: The Encounter with a Fugitive 
 
      
 
    "Do you truly believe that?" inquired Fleta, her voice laden with gravity. 
 
    Lorian nodded, recounting the whispered tales he'd caught from the priestess of Gaia. "I'm as certain as one can be." 
 
    Shigeo smirked, "Seems our charitable act already reaps rewards." 
 
    "We didn't do it for that, but indeed, his attempts to plant seeds of doubt within the clergy will be fruitless. Did he actually think he could?" 
 
    Shigeo huffed, "Nobles and their half-baked plans." 
 
    Lorian countered, "Being a marquess requires some level of acumen. Or at least the wisdom to employ those who possess it. He might have heard about the desecrated shrine, unaware of our discreet atonement. Not everyone is intent on flaunting their goodwill." 
 
    Shigeo nodded, "To him, acts of charity without a display might be inconceivable." 
 
    While Lorian agreed that keeping the Five Deities appeased had its advantages, they weren't overly vindictive. Even when sacred sites were vandalized, Kakkerxat hadn’t displayed wrath like meteors raining or divine fists from the sky. Yet, Lorian thought, such an act would have immensely bolstered Kakkerxat's reputation. 
 
    "Much as I'd like to go there and teach him a lesson hands-on, it might not end well for me," Shigeo sighed. 
 
    Lorian comforted, "Our awareness is a setback for him already." 
 
    "Still, he might have other tricks up his sleeve." 
 
    Grace interrupted, clapping her hands for attention, "Enough brooding, everyone! Dinner awaits. And do remember to not stain the carpets!" 
 
    Shigeo grinned, "When the boss speaks, we listen. Let’s eat!" 
 
    Lorian rolled his eyes, "It's not even close to dinner." 
 
    Laughing, Shigeo replied, "For your dad, anytime’s a good time for food." 
 
    "Hey! It's not my fault I need sustenance," defended Lorian, his eyes gleaming playfully. 
 
    The rapid shift from solemnity to jest always surprised Lorian. Soon, they were at the dinner table, filled with delicious assortments. 
 
    While meticulously crafting a ham and banana sandwich, Lorian pondered aloud, "We need to equip me properly. Finding two allies shouldn't be hard; any tier-one individual would jump at this opportunity. Our guild dismantler will assist, and with luck, the dragon's loot might elevate our levels. But a fair share of tedious leveling awaits. I can craft a few tier-four items daily, but sourcing the finest materials economically will be key. We'll also need to arrange a workshop for our [Neophyte Smith]. Maybe leasing a local smithy is an idea? Thoughts?" 
 
    Shigeo, relishing his meat, said, "Your vision, our finances." 
 
    "True, but we must be ready to adapt." 
 
    Fleta, munching on an apple, wondered, "Who exactly is the 'enemy' here?" 
 
    "Time, resources, nobility, and possibly the limits of my feat," Lorian replied. 
 
    "That could be a hiccup, especially if it affects your capabilities after using all perks," noted Fleta. 
 
    "The risk is there," Lorian admitted. 
 
    Breaking his typical demeanor, Shigeo pondered, "Has no one ever thought of this before?" 
 
    A significant query. Lorian had contemplated this during his Thale journey. "One might assume that no tier-one ever had access to resources like me. But it seems unlikely no one else saw the potential." 
 
    Fleta probed, "When did you research tier-one feats?" 
 
    "Today," Lorian confessed. 
 
    "So, like many, you overlooked tier-one classes until you had one. Maybe this oversight is common." 
 
    "It's plausible," Lorian conceded, "Yet the crafting textbook implies others reached level fifty across all classes. And surely, some might have approached a noble with this insight." 
 
    "Meaning there were attempts, but they weren’t successful?" 
 
    he hadn't woken up anyone else with his scream. 
 
      
 
    Trying to shake off the lingering dread, Lorian pushed himself up, his palms feeling the wet coldness of his sheets. He threw the covers off and swung his legs over the side of the bed. The cold wooden floor sent shivers up his spine as he planted his feet. He took a deep, shaky breath, trying to calm his racing heart. 
 
      
 
    He needed answers. Maybe a walk around would help clear his mind. Maybe a drink of water. Just anything to take his mind off that haunting voice. Slowly, he padded out of his room and down the hallway towards the kitchen. The silent dark house felt almost oppressive, as if every shadow held a secret. 
 
      
 
    Reaching the kitchen, Lorian poured himself a glass of water from the tap. He drank it slowly, the cool liquid somewhat grounding him back to reality. As he placed the empty glass down, he realized the house felt too silent. Even in the dead of night, there would be the occasional sound - the creak of the house settling, the distant chirping of nocturnal insects, but tonight there was nothing. 
 
      
 
    He shook his head, thinking maybe the nightmare had heightened his senses to an alarming level. Returning to his room, he paused by the window, pulling the curtains back just slightly. 
 
      
 
    The outside world was blanketed in an unusually thick fog, making it difficult to discern anything beyond a few feet. The usually comforting presence of the moon was obscured, its soft light unable to pierce through the dense mist. The world outside looked alien, unfamiliar. 
 
      
 
    His thoughts returned to the voice in his dream. What did it mean? Was it a warning, a threat, or merely a product of his overactive imagination? Was it connected to the fog? Too many questions swirled in his mind, each without an answer. 
 
      
 
    He decided he wouldn't be able to sleep anymore tonight. Instead, he switched on a dim light, pulling out a journal from his drawer. He began to write down the voice's message, trying to decipher its meaning, looking for any patterns or clues. 
 
      
 
    Lorian knew one thing for sure - he needed to be prepared. Whatever was coming, be it the mysterious Five, the creature from his ceremony, or something else entirely, he would face it head-on. With determination burning in his eyes, he continued to jot down thoughts, strategies, and possible solutions until the first hints of dawn began to break. 
 
    A rough day, huh? Don't let it weigh on your mind, lad. Remember, we're always here with you." 
 
    Lorian lifted his gaze to meet Shigeo's, the chilling remembrance of that extraterrestrial voice making him tremble. "That invader from today? He appeared in my dream." 
 
    "So, was it just a dream, or did it actually make an appearance?" 
 
    "That's what's confusing. I can't tell." 
 
    "We might want a healer to examine you," Shigeo expressed with evident worry. "Or perhaps a clergyman. Maybe both." 
 
    "To be honest, I'd even welcome an exorcist right about now," Lorian remarked with a hint of sarcasm. "Has Mum made peace with our unexpected visitor?" 
 
    Casting a glance down the hallway, Shigeo's face tightened. "She's managing. For now. We're keeping an eye on the guest until her tale checks out. But if she's honest, looks like you found your smith. Nonetheless, you should rest." 
 
    Feeling drained as the rush faded, Lorian expressed his gratitude to his father and made his way back to his chamber. 
 
    He had hoped for a swift action, yet the speed of this was unforeseen. The message was only sent out by Fleta in the late afternoon, and by evening - or was it midnight? - they had their maiden respondent. At this juncture, Lorian wasn't bothered about the hour. He sank into his bed, succumbing to sleep almost immediately, his slumber undisturbed by any alien beings this time around. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7: Nuances Revealed 
 
      
 
    Upon awakening, Lorian felt the weight of a restless night. The morning sun penetrated his curtains, indicating he had slept in. Not wanting to miss out on breakfast to Shigeo's appetite, Lorian hurriedly got dressed and descended the stairs. To his surprise, a young woman, unfamiliar to him, sat at the table, enjoying a plate of bacon and eggs. 
 
      
 
    Ah, she was the unexpected guest from last night. In the daylight, her striking features became evident: straight ebony hair and piercing light blue eyes. Contrary to the prevalent fashion, she wore pants and a shirt instead of a skirt or dress. Lorian presumed it might be due to her possible involvement with the forge. A recent bruise on her cheek told of a fierce encounter. Although her attire concealed most of her, Lorian felt optimistic that no other wounds lurked beneath. 
 
      
 
    Greeting her, Lorian remarked, "Morning. Hope you slept well after the commotion last night." 
 
      
 
    She returned with a polite smile, "Morning to you too, and I'm sorry for the shock." 
 
      
 
    "You're fine," Lorian replied. "Under your circumstances, a knock would've been less startling, but we understand." 
 
      
 
    She hesitated momentarily. "I didn’t want to intrude further or anger anyone, risking a harsh send-off." 
 
      
 
    "You’re safe here. Our family isn't the type to shun someone in need," Lorian assured her. 
 
      
 
    Grace, arriving with a plate of food, added humorously, "That's right. They even let someone like me handle their meals." She presented Lorian with his plate, which to his relief, appeared perfectly cooked. 
 
      
 
    Shifting the conversation, the girl, seemingly apprehensive, asked, "Why would you hire a tier-one smith like me? What could you possibly need?" 
 
      
 
    Fleta chimed in, "Lorian might be the best person to explain." 
 
      
 
    Upon hearing Lorian's status as a [Neophyte Tailor], the girl was visibly shocked. "You're at tier one as well?" 
 
      
 
    Lorian confirmed, "Yes, and there's no dishonor in that. Our experiment involves [Runic Engraving]. You'll be guided on skills and feats, and in exchange, we'll provide lodging and aid in your leveling up." 
 
      
 
    She seemed overwhelmed, "Leveling up to eighty? That’s quite the commitment." 
 
      
 
    Shigeo interrupted, "Before we dive deeper, there are immediate concerns. Lana, considering your swift departure from home and the lack of belongings, I assume you need essentials?" 
 
      
 
    She meekly acknowledged. 
 
      
 
    Fleta outlined the tasks for the day: shopping for Lana, equipment procurement, library research for Lorian, and networking for Shigeo, who likely intended to confront Lana's family. 
 
      
 
    Lorian voiced his concerns about setting up a smithy, "It'll occupy a significant space." 
 
      
 
    Shigeo replied, "We'll repurpose the potato patch. My main worry is the alchemy station; the odor can be unbearable." 
 
      
 
    The group discussed more, including the ominous nature of orgwölds, to which Lana seemed unfamiliar. Shigeo described the creatures with grim detail, indicating the urgency to tackle the menace they posed. 
 
      
 
    The chapter sets the stage for the challenges ahead and deepens the bond between Lorian and Lana. 
 
    Lana shifted her plate aside, her appetite vanishing almost immediately, seemingly ruing her inquisitiveness. Lorian could empathize; he was raised on tales of monstrous beings. Yet for someone like Lana, who hailed from a tranquil town and had only encountered the common fauna, these bizarre, unimaginable creatures seemed like the embodiment of her worst fears. 
 
      
 
    Where did these monsters originate from? Lorian was as clueless as anyone else. They would spontaneously emerge, typically distant from human settlements. The initial appearance would soon magnetize more of their kind. It began with a single orgwöld materializing, and in just days, their nesting grounds would be swarming. Left unchecked, they'd multiply and seep into surrounding areas. Hence, adventurous souls skilled in scouting and magical surveillance tirelessly scanned far-flung woods and challenging terrains, preempting these monster outbreaks. By the sounds of it, they had come across this nest a tad late, but still soon enough to curtail a potential invasion. 
 
      
 
    There was a peculiar observation: these creatures didn't emerge near the shrines of the Five. Yet, the Five hadn't labeled these monsters as foes nor commanded their devotees to eliminate them. So, was it the monsters avoiding the shrines, or did people simply erect shrines in areas untouched by such creatures? 
 
      
 
    Once dinner was over, the team divided their chores. Lorian, more sure-footed than the day before, made his way to the town's library. Disregarding the fiction section on the first floor, he perused the references on the second. Thanks to ancient spatial expansion spells, the shelves held an immense number of books. The place was bustling, especially with individuals seeking knowledge about their newly acquired classes post the recent ceremony. Amidst the sea of seekers, Lorian effortlessly located a manual detailing creations under the [Tailoring] skill. What he saw reminded him of a ship’s crew in a frenzied knot-tying contest using a singular long rope. 
 
      
 
    "That's intricate," he murmured, navigating through steps that seemed to defy the traditional three-dimensional space. His comparison required an update: replace those sailors with mages adept in spatial manipulation. 
 
      
 
    "Tier seven, is it?" A familiar voice echoed from behind. 
 
      
 
    Whirling around, Lorian spotted a familiar face, Jason, gazing curiously at the book. "Didn’t notice you there," Lorian remarked, a touch of astonishment in his voice. They had grown up together, their parents being adventurers. 
 
      
 
    Grinning, Jason said, "I've become a [Padfoot] now. Even got [Sneak] as a skill. Probably leveled it up sneaking up on you." 
 
      
 
    Lorian laughed, "Makes sense. Your folks, like mine, are front-liners. They wouldn't know the first thing about stealth." However, the name [Padfoot] sounded quite rogue-ish. It wasn't illegal, was it? 
 
      
 
    Jason, sensing Lorian’s unspoken question, said, "I just have the art of sneaking. No book needed. My dad ushered me here and told me to stick around until dusk." He paused before asking, "But what's got you engrossed in Erglandish styles?" 
 
      
 
    "I've deviated more from my lineage than you. Got a crafting class. I'm researching the best items to enhance my [Tailoring]," Lorian explained. 
 
      
 
    Jason stared at him, mouth agape for a moment. "So, you're venturing into tailoring?" 
 
      
 
    As Lorian began noting down details, Jason fetched another volume, diverting his attention. After some time, Lorian expressed his bewilderment at the complexity of the designs, while Jason grumbled about the intricate feat and perk trees in his book. 
 
      
 
    Jason then shared a surprising revelation. "You know, lock-picking is part of the package. Yet, the class isn't unlawful." He recounted his electrifying experience when trying to leave after the class selection and the subsequent requirements for periodic appraisals to ensure he wasn't embracing forbidden skills. 
 
      
 
    The two pondered the complexities of this class system. Why would certain classes be prohibited? What was the logic behind it? Could some be an asset if used correctly? 
 
      
 
    Bidding Jason a brief farewell, Lorian delved deeper into the library, seeking insights on any tier-one [Runic Embroidery] practitioners. His quest led him to a report from the University of Illuganasis detailing a promising but ill-fated project involving tier-one classes. The venture tragically ended after the main researcher and his young team perished in an unexpected monster attack near Illuganasis, a place where monsters shouldn't exist. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8: Unyielding Resolve 
 
      
 
    "You're suggesting the Illuganasis University has halted every inquiry into the first-tier classes?" Shigeo raised an eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    "Exactly. The initial team that ventured into it met their fate with the grazwulks, while the subsequent group met death due to a bridge crumbling. Both incidents took place soon after their study participants reached level fifty and chose their traits. The third team, fearing foul play, kept their study discreet and remained within the university premises. However, fate wasn't kind to them either. They became targets of a deranged adventurer who believed the university was subjecting the entire town to some mind-manipulation through parasitic plants. The researcher's journal highlighted that this catastrophe took place a day after their third team member achieved level fifty. For safety, the researcher hadn't shared this with anyone else but the [Neophyte Tailor]. No one else had a clue."  
 
      
 
    Drawing a deep breath, Shigeo recollected his knowledge on the grazwulks. They served as a case study at the Gretheric Adventuring Academy on the urgency of managing monster spawns near human settlements. He recalled the aftermath where it took half a year for the land to recuperate after the grazwulks’ invasion. This new connection suggested some external influence.  
 
      
 
    "You should reconsider your course of action. One occurrence is an accident, two is suspicion, but the third? Not only your life is at stake but also Lana’s and any alchemist we recruit." 
 
      
 
    "That voice cautioned me..." 
 
      
 
    "Voice?" 
 
      
 
    "In my dream. It warned me against the 'Five', suggesting they wouldn't appreciate competition and might attempt to eliminate me if I tread this path. Yet, it also extended its protection." 
 
      
 
    "Are you willing to gamble your life based on a cryptic dream?"  
 
      
 
    Lorian hesitated. The voice seemed off but had never harmed him. The five felt genuine, yet much remained unclear. If Grungle was right about his chance, then why would the Five eliminate contenders? Was he missing a secondary route to succeed with his class? 
 
      
 
    "Why do forbidden classes even exist?" Lorian pondered aloud. 
 
      
 
    Shigeo paused, "Would you want individuals with classes like [Master Thief] or [Bloodthirsty Pirate] roaming freely?" 
 
      
 
    "The issue isn't the class, but the choices made by those holding it. A [Bloodthirsty Pirate] and you, given the intent, who'd inflict more harm?" Lorian mused.  
 
      
 
    Shigeo pondered and began, "I could obliterate a city, but I wouldn’t. Those who acquire a criminal class would...” He trailed off, sensing where he was headed. 
 
      
 
    Lorian smirked, “If classes are mostly inherited, then the idea of behavior modifying them seems flawed. Otherwise, many nobles would carry the [Swindler] class. And merchants too." 
 
      
 
    “Could it be a blend of inheritance and personality?" 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps. But then why distribute criminal classes? If it's a mere human construct, why don’t the Five intervene?” 
 
      
 
    Shigeo looked worried, "You're questioning the Five's intentions." 
 
      
 
    Lorian sighed deeply, "Everything I've uncovered recently challenges my previous beliefs." After a thoughtful pause, Lorian asserted, "We should proceed. The incidents in Illuganasis only began post the level fifty feat selection. We can safely progress until then. And even afterward, it doesn’t seem they faced immediate threats. Perhaps we can push to level eighty before making the selection. With the right protective gear, no creature could touch us." 
 
      
 
    "I'm not entirely on board. But if you must, ensure two things: you will not choose the feat without your mother and me present. And you'll keep Lana and any upcoming alchemist updated, allowing them an exit if they wish." 
 
      
 
    Lorian nodded, "I promise." 
 
      
 
    Lana would probably feel trapped, fearing a return to her father if she resisted. Lorian planned to give her some time to adjust.  
 
      
 
    "So, how was your day?" Lorian asked, diverting the conversation. 
 
      
 
    After discussing their day and the revelations regarding Lord Gretton and Dwilerp, the door creaked open, revealing Grace and a beaming Lana holding a hefty sack. 
 
      
 
    "Ah, Lorian, Shigeo, greetings!" Lana bubbled with enthusiasm, catching Lorian off-guard. No one had ever addressed him formally. "Thank you for welcoming me." 
 
      
 
    "It’s our pleasure. But do drop the formalities," Shigeo replied, a hint of amusement in his eyes.  
 
      
 
    Lorian noted her mood uplift, "You seem brighter than earlier." 
 
      
 
    "Grace shared some tales," Lana chuckled. 
 
      
 
    Lorian feigned shock, "Stories about us? And yet, you returned?" This sent Lana into another fit of laughter. 
 
      
 
    Grace chimed in, "Told you about their peculiar humor. Now, let me get started on dinner before Fleta arrives." 
 
    Lana watched as she moved into the kitchen, her brows furrowed in confusion. "She left today for the capital, right? Isn't that a week by carriage?" 
 
    "Ah, my mother could visit Hrellisti for a morning meal and be back before dad's even stretched," Lorian remarked. "She's at tier seven and she's all about speed. It's why they can be anywhere in the kingdom in just a day." 
 
    Though that was accurate, Shigeo wasn’t thrilled. Keeping pace was impossible for him. Hence, Fleta had the task of transporting him. Given their size difference, he had to be carried princess-style, which was quite the spectacle at emergency scenes. It wasn’t the image he was hoping to project. 
 
    They had once tried using a sled. But after an unfortunate bump at high speeds, that idea was tossed into the "ridiculously impractical" bin and never revisited. 
 
    "Hey, that happened only once! She let me have a lie-in!" 
 
    Lorian sighed as Lana laughed at the family dynamics. He had planned to inform her about the deaths after she had settled. But it seemed she already had. Delaying now would only result in more procrastination. 
 
    "Lana, I discovered something concerning. The University of Illuganasis conducted this experiment thrice. Every time, those involved met with unexplained deaths after reaching level fifty feats." 
 
    "Are you saying it's over? You don't need me anymore?" 
 
    "We're not quitting. We have time till level fifty. We'll gather more details. Just wanted you to be in the loop." 
 
    "I appreciate it," she replied. "Everyone's been so kind. I don't want to seem ungrateful." 
 
    "Just be true to yourself," Lorian urged. "You know we won't just throw you out, right?" 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    Soon after, Lana hurried back with an old teddy bear in her grip, tears streaming down. Lorian left the explanations to Shigeo and headed to jot down his day's findings. Keeping a record might be beneficial if mysterious circumstances were to surround him too. 
 
    An hour passed before the entrance door sounded again. Fleta was back, and she wasn’t alone. The person she cradled seemed frail, with sunken skin and an eerie green hair, complemented by elongated, pointed ears. 
 
    "Who's this?" Lorian inquired, puzzled. 
 
    "Grace, fruits and veggies, chopped. I think we had fresh tomatoes?" Fleta called out, seemingly overlooking Lorian's query. 
 
    Noticing the newcomer, Grace began preparing food hastily. As Fleta settled him down, the boy's condition became evident: frail, undernourished, and barely clothed. 
 
    "An elf?" Shigeo voiced the question on both their minds. 
 
    "Give us a moment," Fleta requested. "I'll explain shortly." 
 
    Though filled with questions, Lorian headed to his room. Elves, while not extinct after the rifts war, were considerably diminished. They had colonies in Greenrim, credited for its lushness, and even a secluded kingdom. But a malnourished elf in Hrellflan? Intriguing. 
 
    When Fleta finally called Lorian, she clarified, "He's resting. Just needs nourishment." 
 
    "But he’s just a child," Lorian observed. 
 
    Shigeo chuckled, "Elves mature differently. He's older than you." 
 
    "In fact," Fleta added, "he's over thirty. Elves only get their class after thirty. Physically, he might look young, but mentally, he's matured." 
 
    Understanding dawned on Lorian. Elves, with their extended lifespans, took much longer to age. While they might resemble human children, their minds matured at a different pace. 
 
    "Tell me about him," Shigeo inquired. 
 
    "He's a refugee from Ygrillana." 
 
    "Must be one of the fortunate few. Even more so since you've taken him in," Shigeo remarked. 
 
    "Fortunate?" Lorian echoed. 
 
    Shigeo elaborated, "In Ygrillana, they value purity of lineage. Those of tier three or below are exiled to prevent diluting their lineage. The fact he found refuge elsewhere makes him luckier than those who couldn't." 
 
    Anger flashed across Lorian's face. Here, folks faced persecution or jail for undesirable classes. Yet the elves, grappling with a population challenge, cast out their youth for mere class differences? Condemning them to the whims of the ocean? How heartless! Was prejudice so widespread? 
 
    "While he managed to find a new home, employment eluded him. Given the innate frailty of elves and his youth, manual tasks were beyond him. Moreover, no institution for the orphaned would take him in because of his predetermined class. He was on the streets, scavenging for sustenance when our paths crossed. Mind you, the adventurer's guild did direct me to him." 
 
    Shigeo pondered for a moment. "So, what class is he attributed to? Given his plight, I gather it's not a particularly advantageous one?" 
 
    With a grin, Fleta replied, "You might find it intriguing. He's a [Neophyte Alchemist]." 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9: When Cultures Clash 
 
      
 
    "Salutations, noble dwellers. May prosperity blanket your lands and clarity grace your vision. You can address me as Greenhair," the elf declared, his posture rigid in the dining area. Despite evident signs of undernourishment, he was notably more alert than before. Mostly, his initial weak state was due to Fleta's swift transportation rather than his starvation. A bit of food and some rest had revived him to an extent, but complete recovery would demand a few months of nourishment. Thankfully, his life wasn't at immediate risk. 
 
      
 
    Lorian remarked, "Your introduction sounds more like a title than a name." Shigeo promptly responded with a slap on Lorian's head.  
 
      
 
    "It isn’t a proper name," he pointed out. "When elves are exiled, they lose their birth name rights. Be considerate!" 
 
      
 
    Lorian retorted, "How would I know? You should've filled me in earlier!" He mused if Greenhair's lengthy introduction was a cultural formality and if there was an expected counter-response. 
 
      
 
    A faraway expression settled on Greenhair’s face as memories of his homeland surfaced. "Don't stress. I'm as unfamiliar with your ways as you are with mine. Let’s make a pact to not get offended." 
 
      
 
    "That's a deal," Lorian said. 
 
      
 
    "We acknowledge and reciprocate your kind words. May our protective canopy offer you solace," Fleta responded, hinting at a conventional reply. Greenhair's short-lived astonishment hinted he didn't expect them to know it. 
 
      
 
    Shigeo chimed in, "We might have wood in our abode, but sadly, none of it breathes." 
 
      
 
    The elf replied, "We are far from my beloved lehibe trees in Ygrillana. I'm no longer deemed worthy to behold them." 
 
      
 
    "Don’t belittle yourself. Your stature isn’t solely determined by your rank," Lorian countered. 
 
      
 
    Greenhair asked, "By what standard should I judge myself? Living off strangers' kindness in an alien land, does that grant me worth?" 
 
      
 
    "Life itself is valuable. All else is a bonus." 
 
      
 
    Greenhair, puzzled, asked, "Bonus? Could you explain?" 
 
      
 
    Lorian tried, "Like... rain nourishing earth? Morning dew on greens? Canopy in a forest?" 
 
      
 
    Greenhair stared momentarily before erupting into chuckles.  
 
      
 
    Lorian sighed in relief, "Glad that laughter is a common ground. I assume none of my examples were spot on?" 
 
      
 
    "Honey drizzled on bread might be apt," Greenhair replied. 
 
      
 
    "You have bread but no dessert? How does that even work?" 
 
      
 
    Before the topic could go astray, Shigeo interjected, drawing Lorian’s attention to Grace, who was barely suppressing her giggles. "We wish to offer you a job, Greenhair. Accept, and we'll aid in your growth. Decline, and you can still rest here until you’re fit." 
 
      
 
    Greenhair asked, "Why help me grow stronger?" 
 
      
 
    Lorian delved into an explanation, noting that even after five years, Greenhair remained at level one. Lacking resources to hone his [Alchemy] skill meant their plan was still apt. 
 
      
 
    "If this journey helps me find my purpose, I'll gladly join," Greenhair said. 
 
      
 
    Shigeo exclaimed, "Perfect! Our last collaborator is on board. The dismantler arrives tomorrow, and soon you can begin." 
 
      
 
    Fleta added, "I'll head to the capital tomorrow to fetch essentials. Then, we’ll handle the orgwöld menace." 
 
      
 
    Shigeo cautioned, "When we're away, stay inside. Without us, and lacking strong affiliations, you're vulnerable." 
 
      
 
    Lorian acknowledged. 
 
      
 
    Greenhair then inquired about the dismantler's purpose, to which Lorian, realizing his oversight, began a gentle explanation about their leveling strategy. 
 
    "Did you manage to acquire a high-tier beast's remains for crafting?" George inquired. "What creature offers materials for all three of us and is big enough to matter?" 
 
    "It's a dragon," Lorian whispered. 
 
    "I must have misheard you. It sounded as though you mentioned a dragon." 
 
    Lorian remained silent, realizing how absurd it sounded, but to George's credit, he wasn't entirely off base. 
 
    "You're not joking?" the elf exclaimed, taken aback. 
 
    "Dead serious." 
 
    Greenhair refrained from further comment, but his facial expression said it all. The elven code likely stopped him from insinuating that his hosts were mad. 
 
    Lana timidly chimed in, "If I may, I'd like to ask something?" 
 
    "Proceed." 
 
    "What exactly is a dragon?" 
 
    All eyes in the room turned to her, even Grace showing evident astonishment. It wasn't entirely justifiable—everyone learns about dragons at their own pace. Someone like Lana, from a secluded village, might not be familiar with what others deemed as common knowledge. 
 
    "Many refer to them as apex monsters, but that's a misrepresentation. They're actually sentient beings, akin to humans or elves, another wise species of our world," Fleta clarified. 
 
    "They view other races as insignificant. It's not out of aggression; they're just indifferent," Shigeo added with disdain. 
 
    "As for crafting, an adult dragon's materials rank at tier nine. It's as massive as a small home," Lorian informed. 
 
    Lana's eyes widened, "Such precious materials for mere low-level skill enhancement? You could trade it for immense wealth!" 
 
    "We've already amassed enough wealth," shrugged Shigeo. "People take precedence." 
 
    "I feel uneasy using dragon parts," confessed Greenhair. "But I can't deny the unparalleled potency of its blood in alchemy." 
 
    "For Lana, there are bones and scales. Leather and tendons for me, while blood and other alchemical substances are for Greenhair." 
 
    "And the meat's all mine," grinned Shigeo, hoping it would satisfy his hunger. 
 
    "While bones might be utilized in alchemy, it would compete with Lana's needs. Certain internal organs might have potential, but they're intricate to handle," Greenhair mused. 
 
    "Don't forget, we also have ample adamantite," reminded Fleta. 
 
    Lorian observed Greenhair, "Your knowledge of alchemy seems vast. Is it beyond the scope of your [Alchemy] skill?" 
 
    "It's the foundation of my early education in my homeland," Greenhair replied. Elves, despite their prolonged youth, absorb knowledge rapidly. Their impressive memory, coupled with their extended adolescence, means they receive a comprehensive education before reaching adulthood. 
 
    As Lorian watched Greenhair cautiously eating fruits—given elves' herbivorous nature—he wondered about their dietary restrictions. Elves didn't consume protein-rich foods like meat, but surely they had alternatives? Turns out, they did have sweetened bread, entirely different from what humans know as 'sweetbread'. 
 
    Lorian's curiosity got the better of him, "If you don't mind, how did you land here? My father hinted at your banishment, but traveling from Ygrillana to here seems improbable." 
 
    "A storm diverted me from my destination, Jurelli. A blessing in disguise as reaching Jurelli seemed unlikely," explained Greenhair. 
 
    But the odds of a storm pushing him past other islands straight to Hrellflan seemed slim to Lorian. It felt too orchestrated. Realizing the implications, he noticed Fleta's worry, hinting she made the same deduction. 
 
    Could the mysterious voice in Lorian's dreams be orchestrating these events? Or were these events planned long before Lorian's classification, making him feel like a mere puppet in a grander scheme? 
 
    Lana headed to her chambers, prompting Lorian to think it wise to do the same. Night was creeping in, and unlike his parents, his energy wasn't limitless. He let his parents keep their chat going with Greenhair while Grace tidied up the remnants of his hasty dinner. Opting for some rest, Lorian headed to bed. 
 
      
 
    By morning, Fleta had departed. Meanwhile, Shigeo was engrossed in a book at the dining area. 
 
    "You and a book? That's rare," Lorian remarked. 
 
    "Hey, I do read! Just when there’s not much else going on." 
 
    "Feeling lonely since your better half left, huh?" Lorian teased, though he noted his dad's surprising lack of retort. "Something bothering you?" 
 
    "You're too sharp," sighed Shigeo. "Without making it obvious, someone’s watching us from the adjacent roof. I've been trying to discern his intentions." 
 
    Despite being told not to, Lorian felt the urge to peek but resisted and quietly sat across from his dad. 
 
    "Why not confront him?" 
 
    "If your mom was around, perhaps. But catching him solo, especially if he’s skilled? Not wise." 
 
    "What's he after, you think?" 
 
    "I’m not certain. It might be to observe, or perhaps target one of us when vulnerable. Or perhaps it's unrelated to us." 
 
    "If they wanted to snatch me, why now? Last week, I was just as vulnerable." 
 
    "Yes, but then, the other nobles would've defended you, fearing they'd be next. Now, it's just us." 
 
    Lorian pondered. Why was his safety only significant in the eyes of politics and power play? He decided to make defense mechanisms a priority. 
 
    "How about Grace? She has errands, while I can stay in." 
 
    "She's safe. Our society underestimates her because of her status. They wouldn’t deem her important enough for leverage. Same goes for Lana. Greenhair, though, should stay put. His elf identity might catch the wrong attention. They won't view him as leverage, but they might find other undesirable uses for him." 
 
    "This town was supposed to be tranquil, wasn't it?" 
 
    "Things will calm down once they see the repercussions of any missteps." 
 
    "I wish for an end to all this chaos. I'm not prepared for it." 
 
    "Just prevail. Once you do, they won’t dare challenge you." 
 
    With newfound resolve, Lorian agreed. Lana and Greenhair appeared, coinciding with breakfast. 
 
    "Didn't think apples could ignite like that," Grace commented, giving Greenhair a bowl of salad. 
 
    "That was... humorous, right?" Greenhair questioned. 
 
    "We hope," Lorian chuckled, "but I wouldn’t risk it with our family’s odd humor." 
 
    Breakfast was interrupted by a knock, signaling the guild dismantler’s early arrival, eager about the dragon task. Shigeo wrapped up his meal and left the young trio to converse. 
 
    "Given you'll stay here, let me brief you on our security," Lorian began. "Given the value of our possessions and frequent absences, we have layers of protection, from illusion spells to traps. If a trespasser arrives, try to ensnare them. The primary defense is illusions to give off the vibe my parents are around. Next, we have non-lethal restraints. Lastly, let's grab a melon to demonstrate the rest." 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10: The Courteous Nobility Encounter 
 
      
 
    Fixated on the [Butcher of Sapients] in action, Lorian couldn’t peel his eyes away. Seeing the fallen dragon made Lana turn away, even before the initial incision was made. To her defense, some potent wards made her more vulnerable, especially after Lorian showed them off using an unfortunate melon. 
 
      
 
    Greenhair managed to stay a bit longer, enduring the draining and descaling processes. But when William, the guild’s dismantler, began revealing the muscular layer underneath, Greenhair couldn’t stomach it. He disappeared long before the battered melon was showcased again. 
 
      
 
    Lorian came to understand another elven custom—waste not, especially food. Using a melon without consuming it seemed wasteful. Going forward, Lorian decided to avoid using fruits in his demonstrations. 
 
      
 
    William’s expertise, though, was rather niche. As indicated by his title, his skills pertained solely to natural sentient beings. His skills didn’t extend to monsters, flora, or fauna. 
 
      
 
    One might assume such a niche role would be hard to progress in, but being a tier seven held significant distinction. Hrellflan saw to it that a tier seven with essential skills didn’t go unnoticed. While Lorian had his parents’ support, William had the backing of Hrellflan. 
 
      
 
    Society saw no harm in William exercising his skills on entities like goblins or orcs, but these species weren’t native to the island. War with orcs was imminent, considering their prolific nature. Their predictable invasions made it crucial for Hrellflan to be prepared. Orc remains were valuable, ensuring the need for an efficient dismantler. Hence, William, tailor-made for this role, was groomed by the kingdom using the most accessible resource—human remains. 
 
      
 
    But they didn’t kill for this. Bodies that wouldn't be missed were procured, often with a small gold compensation. This meant William often practiced on the less fortunate. Naturally, a dragon corpse was a welcome change for him. 
 
      
 
    As Lorian observed William skillfully separate flesh from bone, he marveled at the precision. Despite the dragon’s massive size, William’s efficiency ensured he'd complete the task by day's end. Piles of bone stacked beside the red scales told the tale.  
 
      
 
    However, Lorian spotted an alchemical barrel resting against a wall. While Greenhair's alchemical skills were commendable, no one had addressed the issue of the dragon’s low blood volume after the battle with Fleta and Shigeo. The hide, too, had seen better days. But for Lorian, pristine wasn't a priority, especially since Lana’s supplies were intact. 
 
      
 
    Figuring there were better uses for his time, Lorian left, letting William continue. It was tempting to craft his first dragon leather artifact and skyrocket his skill level, but it was wise to first practice with more abundant resources. Time to hit the market. 
 
      
 
    Informing his dad about his shopping plans, he didn’t receive a reply. Finding his father engrossed in a book, Lorian left, strolling towards the docks. He realized why Shigeo had advised him to proceed with his outdoor errands. 
 
      
 
    He reached a grand, white-stoned warehouse flaunting intricate adornments and a distinct logo – a ship embraced by eagle wings. Owned by Grand Western, a renowned trading firm, Lorian hoped to source Shigeo’s wine and potentially other textiles unique to Hrellflan. 
 
      
 
    Upon entering, the receptionist began his usual spiel, but halted upon recognizing Lorian. Apparently, they were anticipating him. The boss had been informed of his early arrival. Perplexed, Lorian wondered if his father had visited before. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, he found himself ushered upstairs into a lavish corridor with lush plants and a marble-like flooring. Though tempted to dismiss the situation given his father's odd behavior earlier, he chose to follow. The display of opulence was evident everywhere, even in the wooden door Harry knocked upon, adorned with golden accents. 
 
    "Who is it?" an echoing voice inquired from within. 
 
    "It's Lorian, requesting your audience," Harry relayed. 
 
    "Please, usher him in then." 
 
    Nudging the door open, Harry signaled for Lorian to proceed. However, he refrained from stepping into the grand office himself. Instead, Lorian was left standing opposite an older gentleman ensconced behind a desk, virtually camouflaged by heaps of paperwork. The desk's timber mirrored that of the door and numerous crammed bookshelves along one side. On another wall, a massive canvas stretched out, captivating attention. A line of ornamental plants flanked a broad window at the rear, beyond which ships bearing the warehouse's emblem anchored at the docks. 
 
    "You seem quite...enthusiastic," the older man mused, a hint of amusement evident. "But from your reaction, a bit overconfident too, I'd say." 
 
    Lorian's eyes tightened; he hadn't trekked all this distance to be mocked. 
 
    "Watch those eyes. Your class isn't a secret to those who've cared to dig, and your mother's very conspicuous call for a top-tier smith and alchemist isn't either. I remember the uproar in Illuganasis from people with similar classes. It wasn't hard piecing together your intentions. If you thought your actions were covert, think again. And, I'd suggest you research those Illuganasis events before negotiating with me." 
 
    Lorian had to concede; the man was right on the money. His endeavors weren't as clandestine as he'd thought. If the prior mishaps were man-made, he had inadvertently drawn a bullseye on himself. 
 
    On second thought, the third research team's secrecy hadn't spared them either. 
 
    "I'm clued in about the tragedies that befell the three research groups," Lorian conceded, softening his glare. 
 
    "Still, you're here," the older man acknowledged, nodding in approval. "Let me formally introduce myself: Viscount Flemming, proprietor of this trade enterprise." 
 
    The revelation was staggering. When Harry mentioned 'boss,' Lorian had never envisioned the company's owner, let alone a Viscount – a self-made noble. Why was he here? 
 
    But Harry had hinted earlier: he was awaiting Lorian. 
 
    Casting a swift glance around, Lorian noted the absence of guards or concealed weaponry. Although someone proficient in stealth might lurk undetected, the setting didn't scream 'ambush.' And the Viscount had even suggested investigating the Illuganasis events... 
 
    "Pleasure to meet you, Lorian," he replied, offering a courteous nod, sensing the man's intentions might be benign. But the why was clear: as the head of a flourishing trade company, Viscount Flemming recognized the potential value in Lorian's endeavors. 
 
    "You've deciphered my aims," Lorian began, "But what's in this for you? An exclusive deal when I'm set to market my innovations?" 
 
    The Viscount regarded Lorian, sizing him up. "Your bravery is notable," he remarked. 
 
    "Why should I fear you?" 
 
    Amused, the Viscount laughed heartily. "You're audacious, given your awareness of the Illuganasis episode. I might've considered sponsoring your venture in return for exclusive rights. But I'm a shrewd gambler, and that bet's too dicey for my taste." 
 
    "So, it's about the dismantler, isn't it? Given what you know of my mother's guild requests?" Lorian prodded. 
 
    With a satisfied nod, Viscount Flemming agreed, "Correct. Not every dragon part is beneficial for training. I aimed to procure the remnants." 
 
    "While my father has claimed the meat, the scraps are minimal," Lorian warned. 
 
    "I believe he'd trade some for assistance in preparing the rest," the Viscount countered. 
 
    After a pause, Lorian concurred, "Sounds plausible. Your offer?" 
 
    "Consistent access to tier-five materials or higher-tier ones when available. Anything exceeding the worth of the dragon remnants will be fairly priced. And if, by some divine stroke, you succeed, I trust our already established rapport will motivate you to channel your products through me. No binding agreements needed." 
 
    Lorian hoped to avoid any 'divine interventions,' given the fates of his predecessors. The Viscount's personal involvement perplexed him; the deal seemed too minor for his direct attention. However, could the Viscount's actual motivation be forging ties with Lorian's influential family, possibly for some ulterior motive? Only time would tell. 
 
    Maxwell considered the possibility of Lorian meeting a fatal end, which might justify not needing to compensate with dragon-worth materials. 
 
    Still, from Lorian's perspective, this seemed like a fair deal. Regardless of his opinions on dishonest nobles, why refuse a good deal with one that appeared genuine? Though it did hinge on the noble's honesty. Ideally, Fleta should be leading these talks, not Lorian. 
 
    "In truth, I only dropped by today to explore our potential avenues and purchase beginner-grade resources to kickstart my leveling. I lack both the funds and the authority to bind myself to a significant contract. And as for the dragon remnants, they don’t belong to me. I'll need to consult with my parents." 
 
    Lord Flemming's subtle smile hinted at his keen interest in conversing with a representative from the kingdom's esteemed eighth tier. 
 
    "Understood. I'm at your disposal this week, awaiting our next meeting. While I won’t back your entire venture, I can definitely provide a glimpse of our offerings. Enough to get you started." 
 
    To Maxwell's astonishment, the noble drew a tiny pouch from his desk drawer. How could such a minuscule bag hold substantial resources? 
 
    "It comprises fabrics ranging from tiers three to six, matching threads, miscellaneous items, assorted metal bars, and a collection of alchemical constituents, predominantly monster and plant derivatives." 
 
    Maxwell's expression shifted from puzzlement to amazement. A storage bag? He was using a dimensionally expanded storage bag for mere samples? These items were comparable in value to a luxurious residence, if not dragon assets. 
 
    The scenario was becoming eerily favorable. First, teammates conveniently aligned with him, and now a noble seemed eager for their partnership. Was Lord Flemming under someone’s influence? 
 
    Noticing Maxwell's skepticism, the viscount chuckled, "I aim to demonstrate my earnestness in this partnership." He added, "However, exercise caution. Given the nature of your shipments, I suggest using storage bags. You can return the previous bag upon receipt of the next one. This particular bag should be returned after your initial shipment." 
 
    Sensing the underlying trust, Maxwell remarked, "You seem very optimistic about our partnership." 
 
    "Indeed. It's serendipity. We control a major chunk of the harbor, possess vast storage near your residence, and maintain robust trade channels. This uniquely positions me to cater to your needs better than anyone else, both in terms of reliability and affordability." 
 
    Maxwell began to understand. He wasn’t the puppet; he was just perfectly poised to realize Lorian's ambitions, hinting that perhaps Lorian was the actual chess piece. Why the wait after the Greenhair incident? With his influential parents, abundant resources, and strategic location, maybe the universe planned for the dragon's arrival just like it had for Greenhair. 
 
    Perhaps Maxwell's unique class wasn't a mere request but a product of fate. The idea of a higher force favoring him was comforting. He wished to understand this power and the forces opposing them. 
 
    "I genuinely appreciate this, and I anticipate our future engagements," Maxwell concluded, subtly emphasizing their professional relationship. 
 
    "Likewise," the noble agreed, extending his hand, content with the business-focused rapport they’d established. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11: Crafting Chronicles 
 
      
 
    Gripping the invaluable bag tightly as if fearing it might slip away on its own accord, Lorian briskly departed the warehouse. With a background of opulence, it was unusual for him to walk the streets with such a prized possession. He was acutely aware that the bag appeared ordinary to the casual observer. Yet he couldn't shake off the nagging paranoia that someone was watching him.  
 
      
 
    However, as he treaded the cobblestones, the bag wasn't the real issue. It was his father's prior actions that filled him with dread. And as expected, just moments later, a cloth drenched in a potent potion was thrust over his face from behind. Weighed down by its effects, Lorian chuckled softly before succumbing to the darkness. 
 
      
 
    He had been on high alert, keeping an eye on every passerby near the docks. But he'd started to lose hope when a large crowd formed, making it difficult for any abductors to make their move unnoticed. The small window of opportunity presented itself only once he had moved further away from the busy port. 
 
      
 
    Emerging from his drugged stupor, Lorian's head throbbed. A voice, poorly disguised and familiar, warned him to stay calm.  
 
    "Good effort, Dad. If the abductors also pilfered my bed, they're more skilled than we thought," he mumbled. 
 
    His father, Shigeo, laughed deeply, exacerbating Lorian's headache. The playful exchange continued, with Lorian pointing out the misuse of their illusion wards.  
 
    "The drowsiness will wane in a bit. Your item bag is safe, by your bedside," Shigeo informed him, his tone turning serious.  
 
      
 
    Lorian wished for nothing more than a few more moments of sleep. But, the chatter downstairs indicated it wasn't late night yet. He dragged himself downstairs. 
 
      
 
    Lana's anxious face greeted him. She expressed concern over Lorian's ordeal. Shrugging, Lorian chalked it up to the perils of being the offspring of well-known figures. 
 
      
 
    Lana's disbelief grew as the conversation meandered to topics of nobility. "Nobles are criminals in your land?" she asked, puzzled.  
 
    Lorian took a moment to elaborate on the intricate dynamics of nobility and power, likening nobles to elvish elders. The conversation took a philosophical turn, revealing stark differences in their cultures and perspectives. 
 
    In Greenhair's worldview, the tribal leaders hadn't erred. To ensure the island's protection, it was essential to expel the low-tier bloodlines. The community had been groomed since childhood to believe in the greater good over individual rights. This concept was deeply rooted and accepted by families even before a child's coming-of-age. Sure, there were sporadic objections, especially when a child was found lacking. However, these voices were rare and quickly muted. Greenhair's own parents stoically accepted his expulsion, filling a ritualistic canoe with provisions and bidding him well on his journey. The high mortality rate of such journeys was a hushed topic, maybe even unknown to some. 
 
      
 
    Lorian, however, saw things differently. While the elvish leaders may have acted under consensus, to him, it was cold-blooded. Had his abductors succeeded, he'd have been imprisoned in luxury. Limited in freedom, yet cared for. To maltreat him would incite Shigeo and Fleta to risky retaliations. But in Lorian's moral compass, this was less wicked than dispatching youngsters due to their weaker lineage. 
 
      
 
    "They were under Langhyme's orders, weren't they?" 
 
    "Exactly. Another noble." 
 
    "It infuriated Lord Gretton, hearing another lord dared kidnap his citizen in broad daylight. He plans to escalate it to the royal court." 
 
      
 
    A smirk formed on Lorian's face. While nobles meddling in others' domains was against the law, it occurred often. But Lord Gretton's formal grievance would surely make Lord Langhyme's affairs troublesome. 
 
      
 
    "I think Gretton was more upset about your violent entrance," Fleta interjected, hinting at Lorian's aggressive confrontation. 
 
      
 
    "Enough of this weighty discussion," interjected Shigeo, veering away from more explicit details. "Lorian, why were you carrying such a sizable item bag?" 
 
      
 
    Lorian recounted his meeting with Viscount Flemming, a significant figure from the Grand Western Trading Company. Flemming seemed particularly keen to collaborate. 
 
      
 
    "I trust Flemming. He's aggressive in trade but always straight," Fleta commented. "If your venture succeeds, he stands to gain immensely." 
 
      
 
    Greenhair struggled to grasp the complex relationships among the nobles. "How can leaders be so divided? How is there no complete chaos?" 
 
      
 
    Explaining the delicate balance and competition between the nobles proved challenging. Lorian tried simplifying: "When two powerful forces clash, they create a vacuum, which a third party can exploit." 
 
      
 
    After clarifying some more concepts, the evening meal arrived. Fleta briefed Lorian about her trip to the capital, which yielded essential tools for Lorian's new venture. 
 
      
 
    The efficiency with which William processed the dragon was remarkable, a testament to the powers of his unique skill set. While Lorian might not replace all traditional methods, he would certainly bring a fresh, game-changing dynamic. 
 
      
 
    Worn out, Lorian hoped for a quieter day ahead. The balance of risk versus reward seemed to have tilted in his favor for now. 
 
      
 
    The next day, Lorian transformed an unused room into a workspace. Lord Flemming's material contributions were evident. All materials were plain, focusing on quality over aesthetics. There were various top-tier threads and basic accessories. Lord Flemming's choices were clearly to minimize costs. Lorian realized he might have also gotten tools from Flemming, but obtaining adamantite would've been challenging. 
 
    In a secluded corner of the storage room, Greenhair set up a makeshift desk. He made sure the enchantments kept any alchemical odors from escaping to the main area. Shigeo had been deeply concerned about the potential effects on his stored dragon meat, so Greenhair agreed to steer his experiments towards a more floral scent until they could create a specialized space with protective enchantments. 
 
      
 
    This arrangement was reached after a heartfelt debate on the ethics of consuming an intelligent creature. While Greenhair, being an elf bound by both nature and tradition to a herbivorous diet, found the idea repugnant, Shigeo defended his stance. He believed the dragon forfeited its rights when it attacked him. Greenhair eventually conceded, recognizing that taking a life was graver than the act that followed death. He didn't like it, but he wouldn't push the issue further. 
 
      
 
    Lorian appreciated the newfound freedom to express himself. Maybe the elves' traditional respect for their hosts had faded. Or perhaps, in elven customs, an employer wasn’t held in the same regard as a host. 
 
      
 
    Grace hesitantly uprooted some young potatoes from their garden, and Shigeo compacted the earth with a forceful punch. Fleta had been unable to transport a full furnace from the capital and anticipated a delay for Lana. However, Lord Flemming offered a solution. He gifted an item bag for transporting supplies, and, astutely understanding their needs, added a few tin ingots. 
 
      
 
    Forging with pure tin seemed absurd, but its practicality was unquestionable. Lana's [Smithing] skill simply recognized forged products, regardless of their utility. She used clay molds to craft ring-shaped items from the melted tin. The beauty of this process was its recyclability. To Lorian, this wasn’t traditional smithing, but it served the purpose and aided Lana in leveling up. 
 
      
 
    The bag, however, didn't contain any other metals. But given metal's recyclable nature and considering they didn’t need a vast quantity of adamantite, it was hardly an issue. 
 
      
 
    Lorian busied himself by crafting bracelets from tier two cotton fabric. Unsure of the exact progress he was making, he continued, focusing on familiarizing himself with his craft. Venturing into crafting a complex tier seven Ergland-style bracelet proved premature, resulting in a few injured fingers. Thankfully, Grace was there for first aid. He realized he had more to learn before mastering the intricacies of his craft. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12: When Shadows Whisper 
 
      
 
    "Lorian! Answer me, LORIAN!" 
 
    Though Lorian tried to open his eyes, they seemed fused shut. It was as if he was wrapped in a blanket of darkness and the distant calls to him sounded muffled. He felt submerged, as if drowning in a deep sea. 
 
      
 
    "If those creeps have given him some toxin to cover their escape, Langhyme won't be safe from me," a voice roared. "FLETA! Fetch a remedy, pronto!" 
 
      
 
    A lethargic Lorian could barely register his surroundings. Blood coated his eyes, streamed from his nostrils, and leaked from his ears. He was practically paralyzed, his body refusing to respond. Even if his eyes were operational, the coagulating blood had sealed them together. 
 
      
 
    "Here! A restorative and a counterpoison. Tilt him!" 
 
      
 
    Hands with determined strength positioned Lorian so he was half-seated, guiding revitalizing elixirs into his mouth. 
 
      
 
    "Guhhh," his feeble voice protested, limp and without strength. 
 
      
 
    "I'll manage the cleanup," said a voice, clearer to Lorian's ears now. Gently, they cleared the blood from his features, revealing his eyes that hesitated before fluttering open, but not truly seeing. 
 
      
 
    "Lorian? Recognize my voice?" a female tone whispered softly. 
 
      
 
    "M...Mother?" 
 
      
 
    "Lorian!" a frantic male voice interjected. "What occurred?" 
 
      
 
    "Papa?" he mumbled, still in a daze. 
 
      
 
    "It's me, your father. Who did this to you?" 
 
      
 
    With more clarity now, Lorian's eyes locked onto Shigeo's distressed gaze. He finally responded, "Â̷͇r̵̻̊ȁ̷̝c̵͔̃ḧ̸̼́-̸̯̎ă̵̫c̷̹͒h̴̥̓ǎ̸̧n̸̳̾o̶͚͂l̸̰̂." 
 
      
 
    The mere sound of the word felt like a physical blow. Fleta winced. However, Grace, being of a lower level, suffered more visibly, clenching her ears in agony, her back hitting a wall as she let out a pained cry. 
 
      
 
    "By the gods! What was that name?" Shigeo gasped. "Evacuate Grace and warn the others!" 
 
      
 
    Quickly, Fleta cradled Grace and hurried from the chamber in search of another cure, leaving father and son alone. 
 
      
 
    "Speak to me, Lorian. Describe it." 
 
      
 
    "It sang to me in dreams," Lorian's voice took on a haunting lilt. "Promised protection. Whispered of deaths." 
 
      
 
    Shigeo sighed deeply, realizing this was not an act of mere imagination. It was that enigmatic voice again, but now with an identity. An identity that harmed Grace just by being spoken aloud. Drawing a parallel, the closest Shigeo could think of was the aura of a dragon, lethal for a regular human. Yet, this felt distinctively different. 
 
      
 
    Finally, at least it was confirmed that this wasn't just a figment of Lorian's mind. 
 
      
 
    "Papa? I... Why..." Lorian's voice trailed off as tears streamed down his face. "The pain of recall... I want to erase it." 
 
      
 
    Shigeo, at a loss for words, simply held Lorian close. Fleta's voice soon echoed from the doorway, "How's he faring?" 
 
      
 
    "Shattered," Shigeo whispered. "Come dawn, we uncover the truth of this. We have its name. Search the capital, I'll consult the temples here." 
 
      
 
    "I'll depart immediately. Once I uncover something, I'll return." 
 
      
 
    Hesitant but desperate, Shigeo nodded. Lorian had drifted back into sleep, and he gently placed his son back on the bed. Staying vigilant, he took a spot by the room's wall, not once taking his gaze off Lorian. 
 
      
 
    Hours rolled by, with the early source-lights gradually illuminating the room. When Lorian awoke, he was initially confused, mistaking everything for a bizarre dream. But spotting Shigeo, still sitting watchfully, memories returned, albeit somewhat dulled. 
 
      
 
    "Papa? Was it..." Lorian hesitated, the memories returning in flashes. "Grace? I harmed her?" 
 
      
 
    "She's recuperating. She checked in a while ago." 
 
      
 
    A sigh of relief escaped Lorian. "I'm relieved..." 
 
      
 
    "Now, rise and prepare," Shigeo ordered. "First, we'll visit Gaia's temple for a check, and then Illumis'. The clerics might have some insights." 
 
    Lorian's brow furrowed, recalling the echoing voice's message. It suggested the Five were already working against him. "Is this really our best move?" 
 
    "Would you rather face another of those encounters?" 
 
    "It's not that... I just feel ensnared. It's as if there's a hidden force against the Five, and I'm just a game piece in their hands. Seeking help from a temple might be as perilous as... as facing that." 
 
    A shiver coursed through him. Arach-achanol. The voice now bore a name, one he knew better than to voice. Uttering it once, in a hazy state, had wreaked enough havoc. Even if the Five targeted him, calling upon that name and inviting its presence would be pure folly. It would be better to face death. 
 
    "Are you certain?" 
 
    "Not entirely. But the temple might have answers. It's the only entity I've known to openly oppose the Five. Still, its intentions aren't in my favor. The occurrences at Illuganasis might just be tactics of a rival kingdom to stifle our ascendancy." 
 
    Within thirty minutes, Lorian was prepared, having quickly consumed his breakfast. He stepped out, bidding farewell to a worried Lana, Grace, and Greenhair. The ever-watchful Shigeo guided him to the temple of Gaia the Mother, where they encountered the same priestess from Lorian's last visit. 
 
    "Welcome, Shigeo. And you too, Lorian. How may Gaia assist you?" 
 
    Lorian hesitated, letting Shigeo lead the conversation. "Morning, Letta. The matter is grave; a creature haunts Lorian's dreams. Until recently, we questioned its reality. Yet, last night, it inflicted real pain. He awoke with blood seeping from his eyes, ears, and nose." 
 
    The priestess's gaze bore into Lorian with genuine worry. "That sounds terrifying. But isn’t identifying creatures your specialty?" 
 
    "Indeed. But this one is unfamiliar, and its words border on the heretical. We thought a temple could provide insights. Its name might offer a clue. It’s..." 
 
    "Don't voice it!" Lorian interjected with urgency, causing Letta's expression to shift from worry to shock. "It might sense us," he added, his body tensing. 
 
    "Understood. If it responds to its name, better to keep silent. Do you have something to write on?" 
 
    Lorian inscribed the name on a provided parchment, attempting to replicate the phonetics. Shigeo glanced over and then handed it to Letta, "Does this ring a bell?" 
 
    Letta pondered over the name, silently forming the sounds. Eventually, she responded, "It’s unfamiliar, but let me consult the high priestess." 
 
    Despite their efforts, no one at the temple recognized the name, nor could any divine insights detect anomalies in Lorian. Their best offer was to bestow prayers of protection and healing, which Shigeo gratefully accepted with a generous gift. 
 
    With no answers from Gaia's temple, they proceeded to the temple of Illumis the Learned, known for its emphasis on erudition. A priest greeted them with a playful grin, "A rare sight, seeing you here. Were you perhaps searching for Kakkerxat's temple next door?" 
 
    "Good day, Xarn," Shigeo chuckled. "We actually seek knowledge. Recognize this name? We've only heard it, so the spelling might be off." 
 
    Xarn, examining the paper, remarked, "Why not just say it out loud? Though it doesn’t seem familiar." 
 
    "Because this name belongs to a creature that invades Lorian's dreams, hearing its own name." 
 
    Intrigued, Xarn responded, "Such a creature is beyond my knowledge. I'd assume you'd know if it were common." 
 
    They sought counsel from the high priest, who found the naming convention familiar, alarming enough to halt his rituals and join Xarn in the atrium. 
 
    "I believe you aren't dealing with a mere monster," he shared. 
 
    "Then what?" Lorian interjected. 
 
    "It may be a demon. The name has a demonic resonance." 
 
    "A demon?" 
 
    "But how?" Shigeo asked, "The Five shield us from such beings." 
 
    "By your account, it's not physically present, only infiltrating dreams." 
 
    Desperation evident in his voice, Lorian pressed, "How do we banish it?" 
 
    The priest responded, "I'm unsure. Demon encounters have been rare. As far as I know, the Five haven't permitted demon summoning since the rift wars, making uninvited interference unlikely." 
 
    Bewildered, Lorian lamented, "I've never even heard of demons before." 
 
    Xarn hissed, disdain dripping from every word, "They serve the Other. Envision them as its religious envoys—its twisted, unnatural creations acting as its devout disciples. Many believe these demons are intelligent beasts that have pledged allegiance to the Other and, in return, received its immense powers." 
 
    An envoy for the Other? It could account for their disdain towards the Five. But why the betrayal narrative? Was there once a group of six before the rift war? Memories of the sacred war that blotted out the sun and devastated the world were scarce. Considering the elves' longevity, could some have witnessed it? Lorian resolved to question Greenhair later. 
 
    Shigeo sighed, "If today yields no results for Fleta, we'll arm her with more clues for another attempt tomorrow." 
 
    "We should head back. I'll probably just end up pricking my fingers while trying to sew," Lorian grumbled. 
 
    Exiting the temple, the duo's retreating figures were eyed by the high priest. Turning to Xarn, he inquired, "Your thoughts?" 
 
    "Shigeo wouldn't be a party to this." 
 
    "The young one? He's the one possessed." 
 
    "I can't vouch for his intentions. But for him to summon a demon and manipulate his appraisal? It'd require his parents' involvement." 
 
    "So, you don't dismiss it entirely?" 
 
    "In these unparalleled times, I can't rule out anything. But why would the Five engage in such a scheme?" 
 
    "Who among us truly comprehends the desires of deities?" The priest paused, tapping his foot pensively. "Relay this to the capital. See if the other islands have similar reports. We must discern if this is an isolated event or a precursor to a larger threat." 
 
    "A resurgence of the Other?" 
 
    The priest responded only with silent dedication to his rituals. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13: Unwelcome Visitor 
 
      
 
    That day unfolded quietly, as Shigeo refrained from approaching Viscount Flemming without Fleta's presence. He was clear about who was more adept at negotiating amongst them. Lorian, meanwhile, engrossed himself in mastering tailoring. He was thrilled when he crafted a bracelet, which, though flawed, was recognized by his skill as a tier seven piece. And, he didn't hurt himself too much doing it. 
 
      
 
    Lana, on the other hand, produced more rings, improving her efficiency in mould-making, her primary bottleneck. Lorian wished adamantite was meltable; that way, Lana could replicate her ring-making technique. Even if her creations were merely tier one, volume was on her side. 
 
      
 
    First to exhaust his resources was Greenhair. Unlike Lana, who could reuse her materials, or Lorian, who economized his, Greenhair had to strictly follow the recipe. If it required ten petals, five wouldn't suffice. Using only half might render it ineffective, akin to consuming half a healing potion expecting full effects. Neither Lana nor Lorian sought his assistance. But Lorian wanted a chat, so Greenhair joined him in his chamber. 
 
      
 
    "Ever heard tales of demons?" Lorian probed. 
 
      
 
    Greenhair reacted with a hiss, a peculiar sound. "Speaking of them invites danger," he murmured, barely audible. "They respond to their name." 
 
      
 
    "I've been told by priests in Illumis' temple that my dream's voice might belong to one." 
 
      
 
    "You invoked it?" 
 
      
 
    "Absolutely not. And I'd appreciate it gone." 
 
      
 
    Greenhair sighed, "All I can say is, be wary of drawing their gaze." 
 
      
 
    Holding back his frustration, Lorian pondered if elves hissed in irritation like humans cursed. Greenhair's demeanor suggested as much. "Do you know elves who've lived past the rift wars?" 
 
      
 
    "Some, but they choose silence regarding that period. Or perhaps they're bound to silence," he whispered. 
 
      
 
    "Bound?" 
 
      
 
    "Rumors say the Five enforced a spell, a geas, ensuring survivors never relay their history or even mention the geas. If you don't know of demons, you can't beckon them." 
 
      
 
    While it seemed strategic to erase demon lore, Lorian found flaws. If a demon could infiltrate dreams uninvited, oblivion wasn't a defense but an Achilles' heel. And the strategy had gaps; Greenhair, Shigeo, and even Illumis' priests knew of demons. 
 
      
 
    Lorian's trust in the Five waned. He planned to explore war records when the opportunity arose. The two spent their waiting hours exchanging knowledge. Teaching Greenhair common sense was ironically challenging. But Lorian realized that an elf surviving solo for years probably had his own version of 'sense.' 
 
      
 
    Fleta's return signaled activity. She brought equipment, and soon Shigeo was constructing a furnace in Lana's yard. Lorian held his adamantite needles, impressed by their weight. Lana would find an adamantite hammer challenging, he thought. 
 
      
 
    Thankfully, Fleta procured enchanted accessories that enhanced strength, agility, and endurance, designed as anklets for convenience. But she had no new insights about Lorian's nocturnal intruder. The only precaution? Positioning potions close to his bedside. 
 
      
 
    Each unsettling dream visit faded over time, but its impending return loomed. The real world, bathed in Thale's lights, provided temporary relief until a sudden knock jolted Lorian from his work. Unexpected guests were rare. 
 
      
 
    "Shigeo, someone's at the door!" Grace's voice echoed. Lorian's instincts were on high alert. If it was a friend, Grace would've ushered them in. He waited, allowing Shigeo to reach first. Recognizing the palace's envoy from the paths ceremony, he tensed up. Remembering Shigeo's audacious act of breaking an Earl's door while brandishing severed heads, a reprimand was due. 
 
      
 
    "Your 'offer'? Keep it!" Shigeo's raised voice hinted at a missed conversation beginning. 
 
      
 
    "Consider discussing with your kin? They might bear consequences of your decision," the palace's representative retorted. 
 
      
 
    "What's the matter?" Lorian intervened. 
 
      
 
    "It's irrelevant," Shigeo muttered. 
 
    "They've sent me to mention you're vulnerable here and to offer refuge in the city center. After issues with two Marquesses, despite them being at fault, it's caused some ripples. For the stability of Earl Gretton's domain, the palace believes it's wise if you relocate somewhere the nobility won't overstep." 
 
      
 
    "The palace prefers Marquess Langhyme over Viscount Flemming then? Given their status, not surprising. But, considering Grand Western Trading Company's vast contributions, surely they should regard Lord Flemming." 
 
      
 
    Both Shigeo and the unnamed man exclaimed in surprise simultaneously. 
 
      
 
    As for Lorian, his thoughts raced. He wished his enchanted gear could enhance his intellect too. Sadly, no magic enhanced cognition. Only certain classes could enhance memory or multitasking. Lorian had to quickly weave a narrative portraying the palace in a bad light without sounding fabricated. 
 
      
 
    "Speaking of disturbances is an evident pretext. Lords Langhyme and Dwilerp have had their feuds, yet the palace remained silent. Now, an assault after my meeting with Lord Flemming leads you here. They tried snatching a precious textile sample bag, pivotal for our deal near his warehouse. Moving us would allow Langhyme to levy taxes freely. And isn't his territory primarily cotton?" 
 
      
 
    Elated, Lorian resisted celebrating his monologue's success. The real goal was Shigeo's presence in the city, especially if shelter expenses were covered. Their strategy caught Shigeo and the palace's envoy off-guard. Shigeo seemed amused, while the envoy stammered, "We weren't informed about trade deals. Yet, fabric supplies can be arranged in the city, and compensation for Flemming's lost business." 
 
      
 
    "Do you possess another dragon?" 
 
      
 
    "Pardon?" 
 
      
 
    "We're trading him dragon components for high-grade items. Can you replace them? Our deal included continuous supplies of top-tier materials. Acceptable?" 
 
      
 
    "I lack authority for such decisions. Grand Western does deliver to the city. We can counter any meddling from Langhyme." 
 
      
 
    "Would you attend a dawn meeting in two days and ratify this on the palace's behalf?" 
 
      
 
    "That's beyond my scope." 
 
      
 
    "So, there's a gulf between saying you can and will shield us from Langhyme. Unless there's another reason, besides the evident 'avoiding disturbance' tale." 
 
      
 
    The two locked gazes, each aware of the underlying truth. The envoy broke first, expressing his disappointment and assuring a guarantee. He also remarked on Shigeo's decision to involve Lorian. 
 
      
 
    "I am warding off threats," Lorian retorted, "If I hadn't interjected, Dad might've reacted physically, complicating matters." 
 
      
 
    The envoy departed with a sigh, prompting Grace to comment on his unpleasant nature. 
 
      
 
    "I've never seen someone so courteous yet so annoying," Shigeo mused. "But why suggest a meeting in two days?" 
 
      
 
    "I merely inquired if he'd attend one, didn't confirm we're having it." 
 
      
 
    Shigeo chuckled at the ruse. 
 
      
 
    "He had a point, though. Diplomatic tasks should be Mum's. Where is she?" 
 
      
 
    "She left for the guild recently," Grace informed. 
 
      
 
    "That's too coincidental. We might still be under surveillance." 
 
      
 
    Let me know if this meets your requirements! 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14: A Glimpse into Merchant's Deceptions 
 
      
 
    Viscount Flemming was truly cunning. Lorian had primarily delved into understanding his [Neophyte Tailor] class, overlooking the intricacies faced by Lana and Greenhair. It struck him that while dragon scales were a resource for Lana, their resistance to high temperatures made them a challenge. Using them took so much time that Lana might lose her edge in maximizing daily experience. Furthermore, unlike metals, recycling these scales wasn't an option. 
 
      
 
    What Lorian hadn't foreseen was the quantity of dragon the merchant would end up with. No doubt, Flemming had this figured out from the start. It was no surprise he was here in person. Rather than seeing a bare carcass, within a brief span of ten minutes, half the dragon's meat was promised to Fleta, much to Shigeo's chagrin, and a staggering two-thirds of the scales. 
 
      
 
    Lana chose the superior tier-eight adamantite and avoided dragon materials altogether. Shigeo eyed the remaining scales to upgrade his and Fleta's gear. Greenhair would get the bones, provided they could be powdered sans William's help. Lorian optimistically imagined Shigeo pulverizing them with brute force. 
 
      
 
    With such a stockpile of dragon scales, Lord Flemming's urgency was clear. He could have easily gifted the item bag. If Lorian ended up meeting a grim fate, Flemming might not even need to compensate the worth of the scales. Lorian felt like he was the one being played, even though Flemming appeared to avoid risks. 
 
      
 
    However, the promise of tier-seven materials for their initial delivery placated Lorian slightly. Fleta had painted Flemming as a merchant with a cutthroat approach yet a code of honor. Lorian had his reservations about merchants, thinking they aimed to squeeze every penny from their clientele. Maybe that wasn’t too off-mark for Flemming, but he was careful to ensure Lorian felt the deal was mutually beneficial. 
 
      
 
    Before sealing the deal, Fleta questioned, "You're aware of the endeavors to manipulate Lorian, right?" 
 
    "Absolutely. Two instances, both thwarted," Flemming noted. 
 
    "We've been 'offered' refuge in the capital as a countermeasure," Fleta added. 
 
    Flemming frowned, "Transporting to the capital isn't a hurdle, but Marquess Langhyme's territory and his keen-eyed border guards could be. Knowing you've offended him, he might interfere once he realizes this is for you." 
 
    Understanding the motives of the palace, Lorian mused aloud about their intentions, and the group discussed politics and strategies. 
 
      
 
    Back home, Lorian ventured into creating tier-seven dragon leather bracelets, discovering that working with dragon leather was more manageable than cotton. Meanwhile, Lana found the adamantite challenging. She needed a suitable environment and tools. With levels enhancing physical abilities, Lorian remained hopeful. Greenhair was immersed in his alchemical endeavors, which unfortunately reeked. 
 
      
 
    They debated on visiting a temple to gauge their progression. But without any clear gain and mere satisfaction of their curiosity, Lorian wasn't keen. 
 
      
 
    By rephrasing the chapter, I tried to maintain the essence of the narrative while giving it a fresh touch and perspective. 
 
    "You might be bound by level fifty restrictions for perks, but I've got no such shackles," Greenhair retorted. "Sure, amplifying potion effects won't help if they're all duds. Plus, too many perks might flag whatever struck Illuganasis... Maybe waiting isn’t so bad after all." 
 
    Relief surged in Lorian as Greenhair essentially debunked his own proposal. He, alongside Lana, started heading to their chambers. But deep down, he knew it was a temporary fix. Eventually, he'd have to undergo the prayer or seek a skilled appraiser. 
 
      
 
    After a disturbance-free sleep, untouched by demonic encounters, Lorian anticipated an imminent visit. Just as expected, a palace envoy arrived shortly after breakfast. But, not early enough to sidestep their trap. 
 
      
 
    While Fleta took the lead in the diplomatic exchange, Lorian eavesdropped from a concealed spot. Amusingly, Greenhair and Lana soon joined his covert operations. 
 
      
 
    "Here, a contract stamped with the royal emblem. It's an assurance against Marquess Langhyme meddling with your Grand Western shipments. Let's sign this and lay the past misunderstandings to rest." 
 
      
 
    Shigeo's booming voice interrupted, "Hold on! It talks about 'illegal interference'. That leaves room for any arbitrary taxes. Plus, this reaction towards us implies inaction towards others." 
 
      
 
    "The palace can't meddle in legal citizen affairs," the servant defended. "Marquess Langhyme's tax levels can't be predicted. And the contract serves you specifically. But of course, any illegality will be punished." 
 
      
 
    Fleta chimed in, "Actually, it’s for Viscount Flemming. His trade company handles transportation. He's the one to sign." 
 
      
 
    The palace servant theatrically sighed, "If you don't want our protection, just say it. But it's regrettable if Earl Gretton's mismanagement leads to harm." 
 
      
 
    As Viscount Flemming emerged, he addressed, "This contract is a mockery. It doesn't specify compensation amounts. So, for all it's worth, Marquess Langhyme could destroy an entire caravan, and a single bronze coin might suffice as reparation." 
 
      
 
    While the servant scrambled for words, the Viscount highlighted a recent theft by Marquess Langhyme's men, emphasizing the palace's inertia on the matter. The confrontation left the servant tongue-tied and, soon after, he departed. 
 
      
 
    Lorian, once the dust had settled, asked, "Did you foresee my abduction when giving me that item bag?" 
 
      
 
    Shigeo chuckled, "Pure serendipity. But the incident might force the palace to assure traders of their security. Maybe I'll even get a compensation for my 'stolen' item bag." 
 
      
 
    Amused, Lorian signaled Grace, "Better fetch water for Dad. He might just die laughing." 
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    Chapter 15: Dreamscape Chronicles 
 
      
 
    The week that passed was one of rare tranquility. No whispers of demons, no shadows lurking, not even a hint of any malicious conspiracies. If there were eyes watching them, they did so with uncanny stealth. While Fleta and Shigeo felt Lorian's strategies were keeping danger at bay, they continued their adventurer quests, yet refrained from extended expeditions. 
 
      
 
    Feeling the pulsation of power coursing through him, Lorian nodded in agreement with Fleta and Shigeo’s sentiment about growing stronger. By week’s end, Lana had mastered wielding the adamantite hammer. However, she was still grappling with its weight; it was debatable whether the third-tier iron or the eighth-tier adamantite helped her level up faster. 
 
      
 
    With a triumphant grin, Greenhair brewed his first potion. It was a basic stamina concoction, but the joy radiating from him was infectious. As he took a sip, aiming to recycle the bottle, the aftertaste of previous failed mixes made him regret it instantly. Poor Grace had to spend some time ensuring the potion didn't leave permanent stains. 
 
      
 
    The stash of dragon materials Lorian had was visibly depleting, indicating his relentless effort. The topic of visiting the Dreamer’s temple again, left untouched since their initial visit, resurfaced. They needed to evaluate their progress. 
 
      
 
    Lorian broached the topic over dinner. “Thinking of gauging our advancements,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely! I can't wait to see our progress,” Lana replied, her timidity long gone. 
 
      
 
    Greenhair chimed in, “A progress check is good. However, I won't pick any perks just yet.” 
 
      
 
    Fleta nodded, mentioning her fruitless search on tier one class users. Although she couldn’t find explicit details, the silence from Illuganasis hinted at mysteries. Lorian had approached Viscount Flemming for information from foreign kingdoms, but answers were pending. 
 
      
 
    “We can go tomorrow,” Shigeo suggested, hinting at a safeguard plan for Lorian with a playful wink. 
 
      
 
    Fleta's demon research hadn’t yielded much either. The consensus was that uttering the demon's name would summon it to reality. Given his past experiences, Lorian wondered about the definition of ‘reality’. 
 
      
 
    The following dawn, they reached the temple of Murill the Dreamer. The entrance priest recognized Shigeo instantly but was puzzled by the presence of the unfamiliar faces. While Greenhair looked healthier, to the untrained eye, he just looked slender. 
 
      
 
    After introductions, Lorian stated, “We’re here for the [Mindscape].” 
 
      
 
    Seeing Shigeo's generous donation, the priest quickly ushered them to a private room. A twinge of unease flickered within Lorian, pondering the church's biased ways. Thankfully, the world's tier system wasn't influenced by wealth. 
 
      
 
    Shigeo clarified he wouldn't partake in the ritual as the rest settled on the beds. Everyone was familiar with the routine, if not the actual experience. 
 
      
 
    As the prayer started, Lorian felt a sinking sensation. He awoke to an unfamiliar environment. A strange blue sky stretched above, interrupted only by an incredibly radiant sun. The entire landscape was unlike anything he’d ever seen. The familiar bowl and source-lights were missing, replaced by a vast expanse and a solitary barren tree. 
 
      
 
    It was breathtaking, bewildering, and a bit terrifying. 
 
    Navigating through this bizarre realm, Lorian whispered, "Is this some kind of illusion?" He was attempting to figure out where he might find his game status in this strange setting. 
 
      
 
    The meadow responded with a dance, as if the grass was shimmering from a hidden force, independent of the gentle wind. An eerie laughter echoed – shrill and reminiscent of children. It enveloped him, causing his heart to race as he tried to pinpoint its origin. 
 
      
 
    "He believes he's in an illusion!" a youthful voice teased from an unknown corner. He turned abruptly, yet saw nothing. 
 
      
 
    "An illusion, an illusion," another voice echoed with a mischievous laugh, seemingly right at his back. 
 
      
 
    "Reveal yourselves!" Lorian commanded, sensing an unfamiliar malevolence, different from the demon's. 
 
      
 
    "Suppose this is just an illusion. Aren't we merely extensions of you?" a different voice chimed in, accompanied by giggles from what seemed like countless sources. 
 
      
 
    "But didn't you say this wasn't an illusion? What is this place?" 
 
      
 
    "Don't trust the whispers of your mind," came the playful retort. 
 
      
 
    Instead of engaging further, Lorian strode towards a significant tree that stood alone, feeling instinctively drawn to it. The surrounding seemed to hint at a precipice lurking beyond every horizon, a feeling which defied logic. He felt like he was inside a bowl whose edges he couldn't discern. 
 
      
 
    "He's frustrated!" 
 
    "Well, you did label him clueless!" 
 
      
 
    Avoiding the disruptive chatters, Lorian's focus converged on the tree. Intriguingly, he perceived its twenty-one branches even before counting. Four of them bore buds, seemingly waiting for a nudge to bloom. 
 
      
 
    "My game status," he concluded with clarity. 
 
      
 
    He calculated his progress, marveling at achieving beyond level twenty in a mere fortnight. He estimated reaching level fifty in about three months, while level eighty might demand a couple of years, given the consistent XP gain rate. However, the latter might decline once the supply of dragon materials dwindles. But the potential prizes at the end seemed well worth the time investment. 
 
      
 
    He pondered about his companions, hoping they fared similarly. 
 
      
 
    "He's torn between illusion and reality," a voice snickered, amplifying the communal laughter. 
 
      
 
    "He's deceived! They've all been hoodwinked!" 
 
      
 
    A peculiar word snagged Lorian's curiosity. But before he could react, an alarming fissure appeared in the meadow. Not particularly wide, but its length seemed infinite. This anomaly had surely not existed moments ago. 
 
      
 
    Peering down, the chasm's depth appeared immeasurable. He observed an inverted sky, a peculiar shade of green, with clouds floating in reverse. 
 
      
 
    "A journey from one dream state to another," a voice sneered. As it did, unseen hands propelled Lorian forward. He plummeted, trying desperately to brace himself, but the chasm's sides eluded his grasp. The alternate reality below beckoned, while the familiar blue retreated into an almost invisible line above. 
 
      
 
    He was jolted awake in the temple. 
 
      
 
    Shigeo's voice greeted him, "You've returned. Was your journey smooth?" 
 
      
 
    Taking a moment to recalibrate, Lorian heard movements nearby, signaling others rousing as well. "I'm not sure. At least the anticipated threat was absent. But it was more surreal than I anticipated. In my dream, I was trapped in a floating meadow with a peculiar sky. I've reached level twenty-one." 
 
      
 
    "Good job," came Shigeo's response. 
 
      
 
    "I've made it to level twenty," Greenhair interjected. 
 
    "Twenty-three levels already?" Lana announced, drawing an admiring glance from Lorian. Though she hadn't engaged the dragon, nor had she overused adamantite, she still managed this feat. Lorian wondered if depending heavily on premium resources was truly the best way to level up. Turning fabric into a moldable material seemed impossible.  
 
    But then he pondered. He'd heard of rubber's fluid form. It wasn't reusable, but if there was an alternative... Given the myriad peculiar things in this world, a conversation with Viscount Flemming seemed worthwhile.  
 
    However, the real challenge would be Greenhair. The potion-making process didn't offer the versatility inherent in the other two crafts. Even if level twenty was a commendable achievement, Greenhair was set to be the least advanced among them.  
 
    This brought a thought to Lorian: considering the extensive lifespan of elves compared to humans, why did they level up at the same rate? Wouldn't older elves always be at max levels? He felt that elves should have a leveling handicap. But since he currently depended on an elf's leveling pace, he kept his qualms to himself. 
 
    If push came to shove, both he and Lana might surpass level eighty, compensating for Greenhair's slower pace. 
 
    With uplifted moods, the quartet made their way back to their coastal dwelling. The prospect of sustaining this effort for two more years before unlocking special abilities was intimidating. Lorian knew he'd be weary by the journey's end, but it was feasible. Their rapid advancement was remarkable. And seeing the Illuganasis' tragic fate in an optimistic lens, the fact that adversaries deemed their experiments threatening meant no unforeseen limitations were ahead. 
 
    Reaching their abode, Lorian promptly resumed his stitching work. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16: The Accusation Unleashed 
 
      
 
    The days mellowed into a rhythm. Shigeo and Fleta dove headfirst back into their adventure-filled quests, sometimes being gone for lengthy spells due to larger monster settlements. The three youngsters, on the other hand, dived deep into their respective crafts. Grace's tales of spontaneous kitchen fires, although exaggerated, had a kernel of truth. After Shigeo's insistence, her attempt at dragon steak preparation led to a minor kitchen disaster. But all was fixed. 
 
      
 
    Lana, determined not to work with adamantite, now worked with tier five titanium, using the same magical furnace meant for the adamantite. This, coupled with her skill, enabled her to persistently utilize her swift casting technique. As for Lorian, he delved into the dragon resources and was making a considerable headway. The challenge was that just these resources might not elevate him to level fifty, but he was satisfied with his progress. Greenhair's advancement was a bit sluggish. Though he was at level thirty, Lana was almost touching forty. Yet, he was content with his progress in potion-making, even if his creations were still inferior to store-bought ones. 
 
      
 
    And just when tranquility seemed eternal, a sudden disruption brought it to a halt. A frantic knock disrupted their peace. A messenger from the adventurer’s guild awaited them, summoning Fleta and Shigeo to tackle an unidentified beast threatening the northern coast. According to the messenger, Whitehaven, a prime port, had almost been wiped out by this creature. The description of the havoc it wreaked suggested it was much stronger than its estimated tier eight status.  
 
      
 
    Yet, Shigeo and Fleta, veterans in their right, set off to tackle the menace. Their departure, although familiar to Lorian, filled the atmosphere with tension. But he was confident in their capabilities. His parents always returned, no matter the adversary. And Lorian resumed his regular schedule until another loud knock came early the next day. 
 
      
 
    As Lorian grudgingly emerged from his slumber, Grace, always the early riser, greeted the visitor. The voice that came through was recognizable – a town guard. Yet, the message was bewildering: Lorian was accused of the murder of Darren from Greenhill and engaging in dark, forbidden magic. The details were gruesome and chilling. Darren was Lana's father. But how could Lorian, who never even visited Greenhill, be involved?  
 
      
 
    With the house shielded by protective spells, the guard was keen on a peaceful surrender. But Lorian was caught in a whirlwind of disbelief and horror. How did things spiral to this point? The question loomed large. 
 
    In a tense moment, Lorian stood facing the entryway. A mere glimpse painted a grim picture of the predicament he found himself in. Two guards stood at the doorway, with armor gleaming and weapons drawn. Further back, six additional guards were in formation, accompanied by two mages, their auras hinting at their intentions, and two priests dressed in Illumis' sacred robes. The guard's acerbic tone made it evident: they were convinced of Lorian's guilt. And it all happened when his parents were conspicuously absent. Just after they had left. 
 
      
 
    Raising an eyebrow, Lorian inquired, "Which noble has decided to throw baseless allegations my way today? Or perhaps the palace is seeking retribution for that little incident? But I don’t see their usual emissary here." 
 
      
 
    Was there a chance of a sudden champion arriving to clear his name? An opportunity to whisk him away from this impending doom? He had let his guard down, true. Only Earl Gretton had the power to command the city guards like this, yet the Earl wasn't foolish enough for this. It had to be a palace directive. 
 
      
 
    "I’m not here for your interrogations, killer. But be assured, the decree of your guilt comes from a power far greater than any noble's," the guard retorted. 
 
      
 
    Lorian's eyes darted to the priests, recalling a chilling prophecy. Was it possible that the death of Lana's father had been orchestrated by the Five and he was being framed? If so, it made sense why the guards believed so firmly in his guilt. 
 
      
 
    "I've been in Thale ever since the paths ceremony. And remember, I'm merely a tier-one. I lack the strength for whatever you're accusing me of." 
 
      
 
    The guard countered, "You might have tricks up your sleeve to come and go unseen. The crime was committed three days ago. Oddly, no one recalls seeing you then. I’m sure your parents have armed you with enchanted tools to compensate for your weaknesses." 
 
      
 
    Lorian's face clouded in thought. The timeline seemed off. This supposed murder occurred prior to the beastly invasion that caused his parents to depart. Yet, the closeness of the two events was suspicious. If they were lured away on a false alarm, the deception would be revealed soon. And the aftermath wouldn’t bode well. 
 
      
 
    Having five witnesses to attest to his whereabouts on that day, including his parents, Lorian warned, "Imagine their reaction upon their return, finding me detained on false accusations." 
 
      
 
    The guard sneered, hinting darkly about the fate of Lorian's parents. The grim realization hit Lorian: this wasn’t a mere diversion. The kingdom wouldn’t sacrifice two of its elite warriors for a mere homicide. 
 
      
 
    The guard continued mockingly, revealing that the wrath of a powerful dragon, possibly the parent of the one slain by Lorian's parents, threatened to destroy the kingdom. The magnitude of the danger had never been clearer. 
 
      
 
    Grasping the gravity, Lorian whispered, "So it was an avenging dragon? Even the one we faced was formidable. But its parent..." 
 
      
 
    The words trailed off, and despair loomed large. The safety of his parents seemed an impossible hope. They might escape the creature’s wrath, but they wouldn't abandon their people. 
 
      
 
    While Lorian grappled with these revelations, one lingering question plagued him: was this a coincidence or a nefarious plot? He doubted the weight of his words against the mighty Five. But then, he noticed something odd: only priests of Illumis were present. Perhaps the Five weren't as cohesive as they seemed. 
 
      
 
    Demanding answers, Lorian questioned, "Is this divine revelation from Illumis? What do the other members of the Five have to say?" 
 
      
 
    But the guards weren't in the mood for conversations. Threatening to topple the house and everyone inside, they demanded his immediate surrender. 
 
      
 
    Lorian hesitated, contemplating the safety of his family and the innocents inside. When the guards assured him that only he was the target, Lorian sensed their underlying deceit. 
 
      
 
    The atmosphere tensed further when a voice from the back ordered, "Switch to plan B. Engage!" 
 
      
 
    As the guards readied their offensive, Lorian resolved, "Your actions have made my choice clear. I stand against those threatening my loved ones." 
 
      
 
    The assault began, but the protective wards of Lorian's abode repelled the initial onslaught. He only needed a little time for his allies to reach safety. The wards would hold, but for how long? 
 
      
 
    The final showdown was imminent. 
 
    "Summon Arach-achonol!" 
 
    Nearby guards recoiled in terror, their weapons slipping from their grasp. The sorcerers, in a flurry of panic, lost control of their spells. The backlashes tore their garments apart, and their own blood splashed the stone floor as uncontrolled mana ripped through them. 
 
    "He's calling forth a demon! Halt his ritual!" cried a desperate priest. 
 
    "The deceivers have proven false, just as you predicted." 
 
    A battalion of guards tapped into their abilities, launching ethereal blades, elemental surges, and supercharged strikes against the house. Explosions echoed from beyond, indicating other forces attacking from different angles. The symphony of high-pitched alarms implied the protective barriers were under duress. Yet, without the mages, the defenses held strong. 
 
    Lorian seemed to enter a meditative state, his gaze distant and unfazed by the aggression. 
 
    "Those who betrayed have slain the defenseless, as you foresaw." 
 
    A guard raised his glowing blade, power coursing through it, preparing a devastating blow strong enough to penetrate Lorian's protective barriers. But the earth beneath him morphed, replaced by a pulsating mound of twisted flesh, causing him to lose his footing. A gigantic luminous sword struck the house, shattering its external protection, yet Lorian remained unscathed. 
 
    "The backstabbers have sought me out, echoing your words." 
 
    Above the town of Thale, the atmosphere shifted, revealing a massive crimson halo. It pulsated, and from it, tears formed, each turning into a watchful eye, focusing on Lorian. 
 
    "And thus, I beckon you, as you prophesied." 
 
    Buildings began to mutate: windows morphed into eyes, walls pulsed like living tissue, and doors resembled gaping mouths. An overwhelming hum of innumerable insects filled the air, while the ground beneath seemed alive. 
 
    The guards, in terror, fled. Their escape was short-lived. Myriad tentacles from spatial rifts ensnared them, crushing their bodies with ease, regardless of their skills or ranks. Their spilled blood joined the rain from the crimson halo above, painting the streets in red. 
 
    "Arach-achonol." 
 
    The world's colors changed: seas turned blood-red, and the heavens dimmed. 
 
    "Approach." 
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    Chapter 17: Facing the Dragon's Fury 
 
      
 
    Shigeo's breath came fast and ragged, the stifling heat intensifying his thirst for fresh air. Though his sturdy adamantite shield infused with dragon scales shielded him from the direct assault of the dragon's scalding breath, the surrounding temperature still felt unbearable. Lana's very presence could've turned the ground molten. 
 
      
 
    While Fleta maneuvered nimbly, the monstrous dragon didn't seem to break a sweat. It almost seemed as if the beast was having fun at their expense. 
 
    "Reinforcements? How soon?" Shigeo cried out. 
 
    Fleta yelled back, "None. If any were on their way, they would've arrived by now. We've been double-crossed." 
 
      
 
    Lifting his gaze to the mighty dragon, Shigeo connected the dots, "Was that one your... kin?" 
 
    The dragon bellowed, "My offspring. And for their demise, you shall pay dearly." 
 
    Shigeo retorted, "It was them who initiated!" But he doubted the dragon would find any sympathy. 
 
      
 
    "Why raze Whitehaven? If vengeance was your goal, calling us out would've sufficed," Fleta added, trying to reason. 
 
    However, to the dragon, decimating a city was merely an effective way to convey its message. Hunting down two individuals would've been an unnecessary effort. 
 
    Shigeo murmured, "Got any plans?" 
 
    "Well, we could flee. The kingdom will eventually rally a formidable force. Of course, a few more cities may fall in the interim," Fleta proposed. 
 
    "But without further loss of cities?" Shigeo pressed. 
 
    Fleta shook her head, "Afraid not." 
 
    Accepting their dire straits, Shigeo confessed, "Fleta, I love you." 
 
    Before she could respond, there was a palpable shift in the air. 
 
      
 
    The dragon, suddenly alert, turned its attention southwest. 
 
    "What on earth..." began Shigeo, but then, the world seemed to momentarily darken before returning to normal. 
 
    The dragon proclaimed, "Something more intriguing than you two has surfaced." 
 
    Leaving the battered adventurers behind, the dragon soared in the direction of Thale. 
 
    ________________________________________ 
 
    Stirring to consciousness, Lorian was greeted by a biting cold. "What transpired?" he queried, hopeful for a response. 
 
    Grace responded, "I was about to inquire the same, young one." 
 
    Lorian recognized the voice, "Grace?" 
 
    She teased, "Your memory's intact. Given your ghastly state, I had doubts." 
 
    Lana, overjoyed, wrapped him in a hug, "You had us worried, Lorian!" 
 
    Attempting to piece his memories, Lorian recalled, "I beckoned for assistance. It did arrive, I think." 
 
    Grace remarked, "That's one way to put it." 
 
    "You summoned a demon upon our town. Do you grasp the death toll?" Greenhair intoned, his voice dripping with disdain. 
 
    Taken aback, Lorian defended, "Illumis, or at least one among The Five, deceived us. It wasn't just about me. They conspired against us all." 
 
    Lana countered, "It must be a lone priest's doing. A genuine oracle is rare." 
 
      
 
    Before further discussion, an echoing voice dominated the space. Lorian realized he was in a vast cave, illuminated by radiant crystals. At its heart lay a magnificent dragon. 
 
    Lana, heeding the dragon's warning, nodded and remained silent. 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Why exactly are we situated inside a dragon's lair?" Lorian inquired, slightly wary. "By the way, if you saved us, my gratitude is yours," he quickly threw towards the dragon, noticing its seemingly impatient demeanor. 
 
    "I summoned you here," the dragon responded, its voice resonating. "Welcome to Sanctuary, the realm liberated from the Five's oppression. Now, you'll assist in reclaiming the entirety of this usurped world." 
 
    Attempting to formulate one of the myriad questions swirling in his head, Lorian finally decided to address Grace. "Did I miss some kind of turn of events while I was unconscious?" 
 
    "All we're aware of is that our unexpected savior uprooted our shelter and transported us here. The last thing we remember is sealing the bunker's entrance," Grace explained. 
 
    Lorian, shifting his gaze to Greenhair who appeared disgruntled, said, "I assume you're also clueless about any harm I might've inadvertently caused?" Greenhair remained silent. 
 
    Assessing his predicament, Lorian felt things could have been worse. The main relief being Grace's safety. If the dragon sought his unique connection to the demon, why bother transporting a hefty segment of their dwelling? Had it wanted his tier-one craftsman abilities, only Lana and Greenhair were essential. Why keep Grace safe unless out of mere courtesy? 
 
    The dragon hadn't demonstrated hostility, and everyone seemed intact, if not slightly uneasy. The creature's gaze almost seemed playful. If Sanctuary was truly beyond the Five's clutches, perhaps he could progress without disturbances here? But in their absence, did they have equivalents to the priests of Murill? Could they possibly have dragonic valuators? 
 
    However, assisting the entity that potentially saved him from a deity's scheme seemed sensible. Especially since its proclamation about liberating the world felt more like a directive than an invitation. Defying such an order didn't seem wise. 
 
    "So, what's expected of me?" Lorian finally inquired. 
 
    ________________________________________ 
 
    With urgency, Fleta raced towards Thale. The absence of Shigeo's weight did little to boost her already depleted stamina. Even at peak condition, she doubted her ability to surpass the dragon's pace. Her pressing concerns now were nourishment, rest, and Lorian's safety. She was sure the ever-resilient Shigeo would catch up. 
 
    She suspected the dragon would get to Thale long before her, with its target undoubtedly being the town. Despite her weariness, Fleta pushed forward, driven by sheer determination. Reaching a vantage point, her momentum halted at the sight before her. 
 
    Thale had vanished. In its stead lay a pristine bay, shaped like an immaculate circle, filled with shimmering water beneath a verdant sky. There was no soul in view. 
 
    Drawing closer at a more cautious pace, Fleta observed Thale's remnants beneath the tranquil waters. The devastation was absolute. Walls were crumbled, streets overwhelmed with debris, and homes lay in ruins, all submerged deeply below. 
 
    As Fleta crumpled to the ground, tears streaking her face, Shigeo quickly moved to her side, wrapping a comforting arm around her. They remained in their silent vigil as the source-lights dimmed, waiting until dawn painted the sky once more. 
 
      
 
    Gazing up at the vibrant, cloud-free sky, Shigeo was lost in thought. The destruction of their beloved home, their town, and potentially their child, yet the sky remained unchanged. It seemed cruelly indifferent. Dark clouds, a rainstorm, or even a mana tempest would've felt more appropriate. 
 
      
 
    "Could you look for something to eat?" he asked Fleta gently. "I'll dive down. Maybe our bunker... there might be something worth salvaging."  
 
      
 
    With a somber nod, Fleta stayed put as Shigeo shed his heavy gear and dived into the transformed bay. As heartbreaking as it was to see the remnants of their town from above, Shigeo was confident in locating their home. It stood out with a peculiar damage, unlike the others which looked like they'd exploded from within. His own home appeared to have been clawed at from outside. 
 
      
 
    Underwater, Shigeo's elevated abilities allowed him ample time to sift through the wreckage. Surprisingly, his despair began to dissipate the more he looked.  
 
      
 
    Emerging from the water, he found Fleta roasting a small deer. "There were no bodies," he relayed. "Our safe-room was extracted completely." 
 
      
 
    "They might be alive?" 
 
      
 
    "I can't confirm. But if they're alive, the dragon has them. If it wanted them dead, it wouldn’t have taken the room intact," Shigeo reasoned. 
 
      
 
    Determination lit Fleta's eyes. "How can we locate them?" 
 
      
 
    "We first need answers about the dragon. It wasn't behind the town's sinking." 
 
      
 
    --- 
 
      
 
    Within a grand cathedral, with ceilings that seemed to reach the heavens, three elderly figures gathered below a magnificent statue. The statue depicted a man grasping a rod with a radiant orb and a tome held close to his heart. A crown adorned with eight multi-hued gems crowned him. The usually vibrant gems were currently lifeless. 
 
      
 
    "It's done. An entire town has been consumed," lamented one. 
 
      
 
    "It's their fault, not ours," retorted another. "The demon summoner was known days before this. Why the delay?" 
 
      
 
    "Powerful allies shielded the summoner," the first responded. "The aftermath of an assassination attempt could have been even more catastrophic." 
 
      
 
    "But they knew his intentions. He even sought guidance at an Illumis temple. The naïve priests mistook him for an innocent," the second sniped. He added, "Did the demon finish him?" 
 
      
 
    The third priest admitted, "I'm unsure. Illumis is unresponsive." 
 
      
 
    The gems drew the second's wary glance. "What demon could elicit such a response from the source-lights?" 
 
      
 
    The first priest interjected, "The name he provided doesn't match records. But the first syllable... could mean 'other' in demonic." 
 
      
 
    The second muttered a curse, a sentiment the third would've shared if not for his piety. 
 
      
 
    --- 
 
      
 
    In a hall mirroring the previous, an old man prayed before a statue exuding a warm glow. This statue bore a sword and shield, and a radiant crown of adamantite. The man remained still until the glow faded, then turned to address a congregation of priests.
 
 
      
 
    "Kakkerxat the Mighty has issued a decree," he announced, his voice unwavering. "We are to amass warriors and head north to the Thief's Wastes, reclaim the source-light and vanquish the dragon." 
 
      
 
    Energized, the priests dispersed, preparing for the looming confrontation. Once alone, he revealed the remainder of the message to his closest advisors. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18: Amidst Unfamiliar Terrain with Hostile Elements 
 
      
 
    Gazing in wonder, Lorian found himself transfixed by the shimmering pool of adamantite in its liquid state. The very idea that adamantite, a metal reputed for its impenetrability, could melt was beyond belief. Just how hot was a dragon's flame? Its lingering heat was a testament to a mysterious enchantment at work, an overt demonstration of the dragon's might. 
 
      
 
    Naturally, just because it defied reason didn’t mean Lorian would overlook the opportunity. As the intense warmth contrasted with the icy surroundings of the Thief's Wastes, he positioned himself comfortably close. It went unspoken, but a mere look at the surroundings was enough to identify their location. Although the trinity of guiding lights were discernible, their faint glow failed to pierce the cold distance. 
 
      
 
    From his vantage point, Lorian could faintly discern the Kingdom of Hrellflan. However, pinpointing Thale proved challenging. It could've been the great expanse separating them or possible inaccuracies in maps he had seen, but something about the western shoreline seemed off. Observing the island externally for the first time was an experience far different than observing it on parchment. 
 
      
 
    Nearby, Lana toiled, drawing molten metal and filling clay casts. She was perilously close to the adamantite; Lorian could almost sense the scent of singed skin. Thanks to a concoction provided by the dragon to Greenhair, her evident pain was somewhat mitigated. Yet, the dragon's supplies wouldn't last forever, and both would need to acquaint themselves with the art of potion-making soon. 
 
      
 
    Upon inquiring about their purpose to the dragon, Lorian was met with a boisterous laugh – an ominous sign given their ambiguous status between salvation and abduction. After its mirth subsided, the dragon's message was clear: they had to expedite their leveling process. The imminent threat was the Five, who, to quash any menace to their reign, would lay waste to humanity. 
 
      
 
    An unsettling truth hung in the air, as evident as their location in the Thief's Wastes – they were now in servitude to the dragon. Whether labeled slaves or pets, their fate was intertwined with its whims. Their rapid progression was a necessity, for the dragon made it clear that any indication of failure would result in their demise and subsequent offering to the Five for a truce. 
 
      
 
    While Lana risked herself with molten metal, Greenhair dabbled with lethal substances typically untouchable for alchemists. Drinking antitoxins like water, he surprisingly relished this newfound challenge. He had felt overshadowed and seemed to embrace this arduous journey to level up. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, Lorian had begun experimenting with liquid fabrics using the slime creatures. Dipping his hands into a tamed slime, he felt the creature solidify around them, akin to the formation of pearls. The product? Stiff gloves that, while uncomfortable, were fruitful for experience. But with each dip came the risk of injury. 
 
      
 
    "Apologies, I miscalculated," Grace murmured. 
 
      
 
    "No worries, at least there's no bleeding," Lorian assured. 
 
      
 
    Grace's concern grew, "But soon we'll upgrade to a more potent slime. If I can't control this one, you might lose a hand." 
 
      
 
    "Considering our speed, maybe you can gain new abilities," Lorian suggested. 
 
      
 
    Reflecting on this, Grace realized that her experience was rapidly accumulating too. 
 
      
 
    Initially, Lorian had assumed Grace would serve auxiliary roles, given their need to rapidly level up. He couldn't fathom a dragon assuming culinary duties. But Sanctuary, not the vast expanse of the Thief's Wastes but a village at the mountain’s base, was inhabited. People here had either garnered a dragon's attention over time or sought refuge from their dire straits. 
 
      
 
    Worship of the Five was taboo. Yet, the inhabitants didn't feel the void. Ariana, a seasoned [Class Supervisor], not only enabled others to unlock perks but also had the unique ability to bestow classes. Everyone, come their seventeenth year, was granted a class. 
 
      
 
    To Lorian, this was groundbreaking. Nowhere in academic materials was there any mention of such a power. A skeptical voice inside him began to ponder: was this suppression by the Five to maintain their control? Or was there a sinister plot to eliminate those like him? 
 
    Ariana's talent surpassed the traditional ceremony of paths. Unlike others, she granted freedom of choice. The recipients of her [Bestow Class] talent would see an array of classes they were eligible for and could choose as they pleased. Lorian knew these options weren't the same for everyone, but with the demanding schedule, there was hardly any chance to dive deeper into understanding it. Most interactions were constrained to hurried meals, always eager to return to their rigorous training. 
 
      
 
    Again and again, Lorian found himself in a monotonous cycle. He'd shape a pair of gloves only to disintegrate them, often damaging his hands in the process. Consuming a numbing potion, a regenerative elixir when the former wore off, or a healing brew whenever Grace's control lapsed, burning his hand to its very bone. Though, thankfully, such accidents had decreased in recent days. 
 
      
 
    These few days had been more productive for Lorian, gaining more experience than he would've in several weeks under his old regimen. Despite using lower-tier materials, his productivity skyrocketed. The flawed 'gloves' he formed surprisingly qualified as successful creations, unlike his more functional dragon-bracelets. The arcane rules of skills often felt irrational. 
 
      
 
    Factoring in long workdays, Lorian's experience accumulation increased eightfold. Yet, that wasn't sufficient. Moving up to tier two slimes could quadruple his progress rate. At this pace, reaching level eighty would be a breeze. The bright side? The agonizing process of hand injuries would soon be behind him. Numbing potions might have dulled the pain, but they never truly masked the discomfort. 
 
      
 
    "Let's call it a day," Grace proposed hours later. "I'm craving some town grub." 
 
    "Sounds like a plan," Lorian said, massaging his aching hands. 
 
    "Wait up!" Lana chimed, hurriedly setting aside her crucible of adamantite as if it were a dangerous creature. 
 
    The trio approached Greenhair, who was smartly positioned away from any sentient being that could smell. 
 
      
 
    "Dinner," Grace said, her voice leaving no room for debate but her face expecting one. 
 
    "I'm not really in the mood to eat yet..." Greenhair started, but Lana and Lorian, accustomed to this ritual, seized him by the arms, leading him back to Sanctuary. 
 
    "I would've joined you in a bit!" he protested. 
 
    "That's doubtful. We're not making that error again," Lorian replied. 
 
    "Indeed, Lorian's right," said Grace. "You're way too thin already. Eating is essential." 
 
    "I had my fill, really," he retorted, despite the sound of antitoxin sloshing in his stomach. Though antitoxin wasn't known to be filling. 
 
      
 
    Soon, they reached the town, surrounded by a sturdy wooden fence, with towering snowdrifts in places. The streets remained clear, thanks to the [Snow Mage] class being quite prevalent, hinting that one's environment might influence class selection. 
 
      
 
    Given the environment, sustaining food was a challenge. Most of the community dined in a central hall, enjoying meals prepared by a skilled cook possessing the [Enhanced Nutrition] ability. That's where our heroes found themselves, hungrily fueling up. Ariana was there too, and Grace approached her, eager to view her status after such a long hiatus. 
 
      
 
    Returning to the group, Grace was visibly shaken. "She's at level twenty-seven... I've got two new skills..." 
 
    "What are they?" Lorian inquired. 
 
    "[Puppetry Finesse Improvement] and [Target Tier Penalty Reduction]." 
 
    Lorian appreciated her choices. Improved puppetry would enhance her monster control, reducing accidents, while the tier penalty skill would facilitate the transition between slime tiers. "A few more days and you'll get your first feat," he encouraged, alluding to the possibility of even more skills. The potential of higher-tier slimes was enticing but also menacing. Dipping his hands into something as volatile as a void slime seemed risky, even with a trusted ally at the helm. It seemed as perilous as summoning a demon amidst Thale... 
 
    Considering the opportunity of acquiring her inaugural feat after three long decades, Grace collapsed onto the bench, her eyes wide with astonishment. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19: Venturing Through Different Realities 
 
      
 
    Lying flat against the icy ground, Lorian muttered, "This feels absurd." Despite being scantily clad, his advanced level ensured the cold didn't seep in too deeply.  
 
      
 
    Grace, with her ever-practical approach, retorted, "Less chatter, more work."  
 
      
 
    With a sigh, Lorian thrust his arms and legs upwards, inserting them into the tier three king slime suspended above him. Moments later, a notification from [Tailoring] indicated he had crafted tier three elbow gloves and long boots. With the slime clinging to his elbows and knees, extricating his limbs became a challenge. Grace signaled the slime to elevate before squashing it down, breaking its earlier form. 
 
      
 
    The slime effortlessly disintegrated its previous encasements without harming Lorian. Well, aside from the fact his limbs now boasted a permanent sleek and hairless appearance. He rationalized, at least he still had them intact. 
 
      
 
    A week had seen Grace gain enough proficiency to tame a tier three creature, ensuring no untoward accidents. Lorian's growth enabled him to unlock [Runic Embroidery]. However, Lana had an edge, securing [Runic Engraving] a day prior. Greenhair was still playing catch-up. 
 
      
 
    Conventional alchemy was a challenging grind. Lorian and Lana, if limited to standard tailoring and smithing, would have seen a slower progress. Greenhair's best strategy had been to replicate his apparatus, enabling the simultaneous concoction of numerous potions. 
 
      
 
    "As much as I appreciate the XP, how is this even tailoring?" Lorian quizzed, "I feel more like a toy for this slime." 
 
      
 
    Without uttering a word, Grace commanded the slime, which engulfed Lorian entirely. A notification informed him of a tier five bodysuit's creation. The slime then ejected him, rendering him motionless. 
 
      
 
    "Alright, I get it! No more whining! Now, free me!" Lorian pleaded. 
 
      
 
    Amused, Lana, positioned nearer to the adamantite pool, chuckled. Her levels made the surrounding warmth more bearable, though she leaned heavily on an assortment of potions. Ideally, she'd opt for abilities to withstand the heat, but she saved every opportunity in the off-chance she and Lorian needed to cover for Greenhair's lag in reaching level eighty. 
 
      
 
    Their journey had been relatively undisturbed, and Lorian's dreams remained unviolated. Initially, Lorian believed they were summoned by the dragon because of the demon's misdeeds. However, he learned that the sanctuary's denizens could choose classes, and most had access to tier one choices. The dragon's motives remained a mystery. It labeled them as traitors and deceivers, like the demon did, but offered no clarity on these accusations. 
 
      
 
    Hours and days spent monotonously working with the slime allowed Lorian's thoughts to drift. With scarce information, contemplating the realm's mysteries was taxing. All Lorian wanted was to shield his comrades and kin. 
 
      
 
    Thoughts of dragons in Hrellflan haunted Lorian. Was the dragon that abducted them the same one that wreaked havoc in Whitehaven, targeting his parents? The creature seemed unscathed, hinting at his parents' possible defeat. Lorian wrestled with his fear of inquiring, concerned the truth might be unbearable. 
 
      
 
    Then there were the repercussions for his family due to his newfound demonic alignment. The guards he witnessed dying horrifically were once familiar faces. The devastation in Thale weighed on his conscience. Lorian rationalized that Illumis forced his hand. Succumbing would have labeled him, Lana, Greenhair, and potentially Grace as outlaws. His resistance was a desperate bid for survival. 
 
      
 
    As their rigorous training wrapped up, they ushered a protesting Greenhair back to Sanctuary. After another routine meal, they retired to their dwelling, freshly tidied by an anonymous helper. The rigorous routine left little time for socializing, but Lorian hoped that upon achieving their leveling goals, that would shift. 
 
    Lorian wrestled with his thoughts. What was the dragon's true intention after obtaining the power to craft endless mighty magic artifacts? Did it desire these relics for its personal gain? And if it did, what havoc would it wreak with them? Could it annihilate all the followers and temples of the Five or even entire kingdoms? These thoughts plagued Lorian as he sought slumber, praying he wouldn't be tormented by dreams of slimes once more. 
 
      
 
    Awakening suddenly, with eyes free from blinding pain, only a slight trace of blood marked his face. Either he was adapting to the demon's voice, or the newfound strength from his heightened level made the difference. It was still dark, but if the demon's words held any truth, the armies of the Five were advancing. 
 
      
 
    Time was short. None of their party was near level eighty. Even if the forces began from the furthest point of the territory, they'd converge way before Lorian's group hit the target level. The dragon hadn't directly threatened to end them, only if there seemed a potential breach of the island. How much time did that give? But the demon had given Lorian a potential solution: invoking it once more. 
 
      
 
    With a sense of urgency, Lorian got dressed. This situation surely demanded the dragon's attention. Leaving his dwelling, he directed his steps towards the dragon's den. But he didn't have to travel far, as the creature was already stationed outside the town’s barriers, awaiting him impatiently. 
 
      
 
    --------------------------------------------- 
 
      
 
    Within Hrellisti's Temple of Gaia the Mother, the religious heart of Hrellflan kingdom, Shigeo squared off against Marquess Cryscrin, adorned in full armor, gripping a massive warhammer. Behind him stood the kingdom’s top cleric of Gaia and her entourage.
 
 
      
 
    Fleta, with urgency in her voice, unveiled a battered man, one limb amiss, blood seeping from his makeshift bandages. His physical attributes eerily mirrored those of Shigeo, though his slender frame resembled Lorian more. 
 
      
 
    Before Cryscrin could voice his thoughts, Shigeo interjected, insisting that the archbishop question the injured man. Reluctantly, under her divine [Truthseeker] invocation, she did. "Did you murder Darren of Greenhill?" she inquired. 
 
      
 
    "Indeed." 
 
      
 
    A wave of shock rippled through the attendees. 
 
      
 
    Despite her disbelief, the archbishop continued, "Why?" 
 
      
 
    He hesitated, "Some mysterious man in a tavern paid me. I assumed it was a grudge. I didn't realize the magnitude..." 
 
      
 
    When questioned about his mysterious employer, he could only recall a hooded figure. 
 
      
 
    Cryscrin tried to recount what he'd heard from a chain of clerics about Darren's supposed killer. But Fleta unveiled another maimed captive, insisting he'd provide further insight. 
 
      
 
    Upon interrogation under the [Truthseeker], the man admitted to hiring the assailant on Illumis's divine command, believing it was for the world's salvation. 
 
      
 
    Confusion pervaded the room. The archbishop clarified the power of her prayer: it only ensured the victim spoke their perceived truth. 
 
      
 
    While Cryscrin seemed skeptical, Shigeo contemplated a different, more earthly explanation. 
 
    "That individual? Pure madness, I say. Wonder what tales were spun in his ears, attributing them to Illumis?" 
 
    Fleta remarked, "Within a brief period, Hrellflan has borne numerous catastrophic events. Dragons assailing, which is unusual given their habitat in Thief's Wastes. Thale's unaccounted annihilation. A move to incite what could become an internal feud. Lately, Kakkerxat the Mighty's temple demanded our mightiest warriors for a crusade against these dragons. Influenced by the resentment from Whitehaven, the royal decree dispatched two at tier eight, a force greater than we would usually send. The duo left now are locking horns. A significant part of our forces accompanied them, leaving us vulnerably exposed. It seems almost orchestrated, a strategy to weaken us before a full-blown assault. At this rate, even a horde of goblins might seize our island." 
 
      
 
    "They've communicated from the Holy Theocracy. Are you insinuating they're our adversaries?" 
 
    "Not exactly. A temple priest could have been manipulated or coerced to convey deceitful information. Or someone might've accessed a high-tier espionage skill to meddle with the vision orbs." 
 
    "Who's to say there isn't a class out there granting the ability to dispatch deceptive prophecies?" interjected Shigeo. 
 
    Cryscrin posited, "It's plausible that someone employed mental tampering, warping these men's recollections, making them believe they've erred. I've known you long enough to understand the extents you'd reach to shield your kin." 
 
    "Then bring that man to Darren's spouse, see if there's a spark of recognition. You'd probably argue I tampered with her memories, too. Use [Truthseeker] on me, but maybe I've altered my own past to deceive better. Or shall we keep bickering till we..." 
 
    An eerie coldness, accompanied by the smell of iron, disrupted Shigeo's rant. The daylight filtering through the casements dimmed, casting the room into shadows. 
 
    "... Seems we're out of time," Shigeo resumed. 
 
      
 
    In Jurelli's Holy Theocracy, inside Kakkerxat the Mighty's sanctuary, a deafening split echoed. As luminescence graced the space once more, the hitherto impeccable idol bore three deep rends on its shield. With dread in their eyes, the clerics witnessed the idol's blade, once firmly clenched, lose its balance and crash. The resulting impact scattered marble shards across the expanse. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20: The Moment Lorian Rethinks Heroism 
 
      
 
    Groggy and disoriented, Lorian woke up, his head throbbing. The fragments of his memory showed him racing through Sanctuary's icy avenues, heading to the dragon's den. Wasn’t there some pressing news about an impending invasion?  
 
    What happened afterward? He never made it to the den, did he? Ah, it clicked! The dragon had intercepted him, and its query echoed in his mind: "Will you stand your ground, no matter the price?" 
 
    His response was clear: "Not for myself, but for those I love." 
 
    To that, the dragon had chuckled and, hoisting Lorian up, soared over the seas towards the looming threat. And then... 
 
      
 
    At the vanguard of the invading fleet, a [Cardinal of Kakkerxat] held his stance, flanked by battle-priests. Alongside him, a [Grand Marshal] gazed at the red dots in the horizon. 
 
    "We are being observed," he remarked. 
 
    "Just as we monitor them. Their reluctance to strike baffles me. Our firepower surpasses their range, but their agility dwarfs ours. They should attempt to obliterate our vessels before we anchor." 
 
    The cardinal concurred. Vessels were easy targets, and sinking one would doom its occupants, unless close to the shore. There were a few exceptions, of course. Some possessed the ability to breathe underwater, while others, like the renowned [Angel of Flaming Judgement], Valerie Spiratine, could fly or swim to safety. She was pivotal to their plan, yet she hadn’t been put to the test. 
 
    "Is that speck growing larger?" 
 
    Through his lens, the cardinal noted, "It does seem so. One? Are they overly confident?" 
 
    "Or perhaps they wish to negotiate?" 
 
    Directing the crew to stand down unless provoked, the two leaders anticipated the dragon's approach. Hovering above the fleet, the dragon inquired, "What brings humans to these forsaken lands?" 
 
    "In pursuit of what was wrongly taken and to vanquish the godless one who committed the theft," the cardinal's voice boomed. 
 
    The dragon snickered, "The source-light? That’s your pretext? Regrettably, you are misguided. As for the thief – it would be easy to present him, though you’d have to sever the head yourself. Maybe that head can reveal the light’s true fate." 
 
    Suspicion clouded the cardinal's face as he pondered the dragon’s intentions. He had a hunch, and it was unsettling. 
 
    The dragon continued, sensing his unease, "Perhaps there’s another motive? Specific individuals led by Lorian?" 
 
    The cardinal’s apprehensions were validated, knowing now that the dragons intentionally shielded his targets. "Those three endanger the world. Their presence is a peril you underestimate." 
 
    “Danger? I see them as a beacon of hope for a restored world. Nonetheless, your primary mission beckons. The thief you seek is me.” 
 
    The dragon’s roar sent ripples in the air, though the fleet’s shields held firm. But Lorian, riding the dragon, felt a chill down his spine. This was Brenhin-Tân, the most legendary dragon of the region. 
 
    As Valerie Spiratine launched herself, the sky lit up with cannon fire. The dragon, focusing on dodging, didn’t retaliate. 
 
    The dragon nudged Lorian, "They want your friends. Your move?" 
 
    Lorian, steadying himself, felt the world’s laws alter around him. 
 
    "**À̸ͅr̴̯̗̝͆͗͠a̷̱̼͊̔͘c̵͈̳͆̃͝h̸̨̩̪̿̾-̴̢̜͗á̴̩̲̻c̵̻͍̰̄̉h̴̨̫̑a̸͔̝͂̽̋ͅn̷̗̗̂̈̎ò̴͉͔̈͂l̶͕̾.̷͕͔̠̀̏**" 
 
    “There! Lorian!” the cardinal pointed out. 
 
    "Who's this Lorian you speak of?" the general retorted. "You never mentioned seeking three humans. Is this crusade about..." 
 
    "**T̴h̸e̷y̷'̷v̷e̶ ̷c̶o̷m̶e̶ ̷f̶o̵r̸ ̷v̶e̶n̷g̷e̷a̸n̵c̷e̸,̷ ̶a̵s̷ ̵y̴̙̎ȯ̵͖ͅũ̷̯̭ ̴s̶a̶i̶d̸ ̸t̸h̴e̵y̶ ̸w̴o̶u̷l̸d̷.̸**" 
 
    Lorian's resonating voice pierced the general’s mind, causing discomfort. Ignoring him, the cardinal commanded, "Initiate Plan D!" As his priests began their incantations, the stage was set for a clash of titans. 
 
    The general fixed his gaze on the young man effortlessly balancing on the dragon's back. Despite the creature's acrobatics in mid-air, evading Valerie's fiery lash, the man's eyes were unfocused and distant. Truly remarkable given that the dragon was flipping upside-down. 
 
      
 
    Cannonballs whistled past, but they were all fruitless shots. The artillery crew knew instinctively that Lorian’s proclamation couldn't be completed. Yet with the dragon's nimble evasions and their distance, they couldn't land a mark. 
 
      
 
    "They react with force, just as you predicted," said a voice tinged with otherworldly resonance. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, the ocean's surface became tranquil, its once raging waves now eerily flat. The cacophony of warfare was muffled. Valerie dove towards the dragon at breakneck speed, her sword pointing forward. Against any regular dragon, she'd have pierced its heart. But this dragon was Brenhin-Tân, older than time itself. With a mere sweep of its wings, it sidestepped the human projectile and, for the first time, retaliated, swooping toward the primary vessel. 
 
      
 
    "As you foretold, I summon thee," the voice continued. 
 
      
 
    Below, a gigantic crimson eye blinked open. Its sheer size was an enigma; it could be close to the surface or perhaps at an abyssal depth. As its pupil focused on Lorian, all sounds of warfare ceased. The gunners, overwhelmed, covered their bleeding ears and looked away. Several sailors, desperate to escape the sight, leaped to their doom. 
 
      
 
    Without any obstruction, the dragon reached the lead vessel and unleashed a fiery stream, consuming the chanting priests. An unseen barrier broke, sending ripples in all directions. 
 
      
 
    "Let their blood paint the waters, as prophesized," echoed the voice. 
 
      
 
    As Valerie once again engaged the dragon, trying in vain to target Lorian, her every flame blade was evaded. In mere moments, she unleashed an inferno out of desperation. 
 
      
 
    The heavens tore apart, and from the void, myriad tentacles lashed out. The armada crumbled under their grasp. More appendages rained down, obliterating anyone caught in their path. Valerie, skilled and swift, narrowly dodged their clutches. Even after severing her leg to escape a grasp, she knew the battle was lost and retreated. 
 
      
 
    With a final word, "Come," everything went dark. 
 
      
 
    When Lorian regained consciousness, disjointed memories plagued him. He recalled the sea stained in blood, the ruins of vessels, and the terror that lurked below. 
 
      
 
    "I invoked it again, didn't I?" Lorian murmured. 
 
      
 
    A familiar voice answered, "After so long, it was quite the show." 
 
      
 
    Coming to, Lorian realized he was back in the dragon's den, alone. 
 
      
 
    "So, you sought me out because I could protect us?" Lorian questioned. 
 
      
 
    The dragon chuckled, "I enjoyed watching your perseverance. Whether you advanced or stagnated mattered little." The creature's nonchalance infuriated Lorian, but before he could respond, the dragon added, "You've done your part. Return to the Sanctuary. Train, or be useful elsewhere." 
 
    "Can you at least explain the situation to me?" Lorian inquired, striving to keep his composure. 
 
    The majestic dragon exhaled, releasing a plume of steam. "Alright. Since you bear the divine mark, I'll indulge you briefly. There's a legend that says the Other took the sun during the rift war, and Grungle, the traitor, created the source-lights in its place." 
 
    "I've heard about that." 
 
    "That tale? Far from the truth. The sun wasn't what was taken – it was the world. Specifically, half of it. The Five captured a portion of our world, keeping it within themselves. The rift war was waged to resist their actions. True, Grungle created the source-lights to replace the sun, but their role is more significant. They act as channels, allowing the Five to exert their dominion. Our world constantly seeks to revert to its original form, but the source-lights anchor it. One has fallen to me, yet two remain. Since I took down the first, their defenses have intensified. With you having eliminated a vast portion of this world's warriors, the timing is right. Your commitment to shielding others, regardless of the fallout, is commendable." 
 
    Before Lorian could react, a memory flashed: the vast naval fleet. The humans were gearing up against the dragons. Only an alliance formed from every realm's elite could have a shot at reaching the Thief's Wastes, and even then, overcoming the dragons residing there would be a monumental task. 
 
    He shuddered, overwhelmed by the weight of the carnage he'd caused. Unleashing the demon felt like he was a mere observer in his body, yet he was fully present. His actions led to the death of countless souls. 
 
    "I can't... Not again," he whispered. But the dragon was already gone. 
 
    Announcement: 
 
    When you realize your intense training was merely a ploy by a dragon to set you up as bait. 
 
    As always: 
 
    Arach-achanol 
 
    They sought retribution, just as you predicted. 
 
    They unleashed their minions, just as you predicted. 
 
    They chose violence over dialogue, just as you predicted. 
 
    So, I invoke you, just as you predicted. 
 
    Unleash a tide of their blood, just as you promised. 
 
    Arach-achanol 
 
    Answer the call. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21: When Reunions Demand Better Nourishment 
 
      
 
    For Lorian, it had been hours navigating back to Sanctuary. He'd spent a good chunk of that time eyeing the immense treasure the dragon had left behind, deliberating whether to snatch something. But common sense prevailed – the hoard was likely enchanted, and facing an irate dragon didn’t seem promising. The vast sum could have procured Thale several times, but he resisted. 
 
      
 
    His quest was to find someone aware of the days preceding the rift war, and he had. However, the tale was so truncated it seemed fit for a visiting card. Authenticity was an enigma these days. Every passing moment only seemed to deepen his uncertainties. 
 
      
 
    "You reappear just like that, Lorian?" Grace, his teammate, inquired as he entered. "We thought you'd disappeared!" 
 
      
 
    "I had to relay a message to the dragon after the demon reached out. I left a note explaining. That dragon, by the way, is the source-light thief." 
 
      
 
    Grace responded, "Your note didn't mention a prolonged absence! We were frantic!" Ignoring the remark about their lofty host, she continued, "And now it’s midday, not dawn as you'd think." 
 
      
 
    Taken aback, Lorian remarked, "Two days? Seems I lost track of time. Makes sense, given my hunger. Where are Lana and Greenhair?" 
 
      
 
    "They're training." 
 
      
 
    Ruminating over the consequences once the dragon destroyed the source-lights, Lorian felt urgency. The lack of understanding regarding the Five and their motivations was unsettling. 
 
      
 
    Greenhair pondered aloud, "Could it be the Five intended to shield the superior beings by shifting them away from the Other’s demons?" 
 
      
 
    "If their clerics had simply told us our actions endangered everyone, I'd have heeded the call. But they attacked without warning. It’s either malevolence or incompetence," Lorian retorted. 
 
      
 
    Greenhair suggested, "They might lack omniscience and are acting based on limited intel." 
 
      
 
    Remembering Greenhair's elven nature, Lorian held his tongue. Elves made sacrifices for the greater good without hesitating. This nuanced difference in moral codes was hard to ignore. Perhaps the Five's actions had a similar justification. 
 
      
 
    Regardless, the team was focused. The intensity of their training ensured rapid progress. Their power levels were soaring. Lorian's occasional visits to the dragon's lair didn't harm them, so he took the liberty to borrow materials. 
 
      
 
    However, the calm was disrupted when Lorian entered their dining space, "Mum? Dad? What brought you here?" 
 
      
 
    --- 
 
      
 
    Hrellflan was in chaos. After the Gaia temple debacle, Fleta and Shigeo set out for the Thief's Wastes, hoping to find Lorian and the lost islanders. They took a rowboat, big enough to ferry their family back. 
 
      
 
    Then, news broke of the crusade’s tragic loss, leaving just one survivor. With a significant portion of their elite gone, the king sought Fleta and Shigeo's expertise in defense. The revelation that they had departed was a significant setback. 
 
      
 
    Navigating the vast expanse of the sea without seafaring skills was a challenge for Fleta and Shigeo. And though their departure details were known, finding them amidst the vast waters was like searching for a needle in a haystack. 
 
    **...be mine,"** the voice faded away into an echoing silence. The room was heavy with tension. 
 
      
 
    Lorian's face was white as a sheet, the weight of his responsibility sinking in. The reality that he had inadvertently led to the destruction of his hometown gnawed at him. 
 
      
 
    Fleta, seeing his distress, reached out and held his hand. "We'll find a way to set things right," she whispered, trying to offer him some solace. 
 
      
 
    Lorian nodded but didn’t meet her eyes. "We need to find that demon and get the source-light back. It's the only way to restore balance and possibly undo some of the damage," he replied, determination flaring up in his eyes. 
 
      
 
    "Before we do anything, we need a plan. Rushing headlong into danger got us into this mess in the first place," Grace interjected. "Besides, it seems we've got bigger fish to fry now. Or, should I say, dragons." 
 
      
 
    Shigeo, who had stopped sulking and was now listening intently, added, "We have two issues: the dragons burning the island and the demon taking the source-lights. We need to tackle them both, but I suggest focusing on the demon first. If we can get the source-lights back, we may be able to confront the dragons with more strength." 
 
      
 
    Greenhair, looking uncharacteristically serious, said, "The demon's power is unlike anything we've faced before. But its arrogance is also its weakness. It's flaunting its deeds, meaning it feels invincible. We can use that." 
 
      
 
    A flicker of hope sparked in Lorian's eyes. "Alright, we're not out of options then. We'll tackle the demon first. But where do we start looking?" 
 
      
 
    Fleta mused, "We need to find its lair. If it's collecting source-lights, it must have a place to store them. But we'll need information." 
 
      
 
    "Let's start by talking to the locals," suggested Grace. "The Thief's Wastes is a land of outcasts, but they might have seen or heard something." 
 
      
 
    Lorian nodded, looking determined. "We have a lead, at least. Let's gather as much intel as we can and figure out our next move. We have a demon to hunt, and an island to save." 
 
      
 
    The group steeled themselves for the challenges ahead, knowing that the road to redemption and restoration would be treacherous. But with their combined skills, strength, and determination, they were ready to face whatever lay ahead. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22: Facing the Unthinkable 
 
      
 
    Lorian found himself deep in thought, pondering the trajectory of his life. What if he had embraced a life of righteousness, devoted to the Five, and earned the anticipated tier seven combat skill? Perhaps an archery skill? He was warming up to the notion of a distant combatant; less exposure to the gruesomeness of close combat. 
 
      
 
    In that alternative reality, Gretheric would be his current abode, attending the adventurer's academy. Concurrently, Lana would be ensnared in her uncle's world, Greenhair would have succumbed to the hunger in the Hrellisti streets, and both Shigeo and Fleta would have met their end by Brenhin-Tân's talons. But, Thale would remain unscathed, and the ill-fated crusade wouldn't have embarked - that had to be a silver lining. 
 
      
 
    Furthermore, Arach-achanol had proclaimed itself as a deity. Lorian was inclined to believe it wasn't merely a demon but its overlord. He had been invoking the Other in the bowl. 
 
      
 
    Was there a path where everyone lived without the looming threat of Arach-achanol? A life free from ancient dragons or political games? This realm was unforgiving. Lorian's reluctance to accept its impending doom stemmed from the fear of what might follow. If only the Five were transparent. Were any factions truly righteous or wicked? 
 
      
 
    Had he embraced his initial class and rigorously honed it, bypassing [Runic Embroidery], Lana's fate would still be tethered to the café, and Greenhair's demise would be unchanged. But, he would remain oblivious to them. He wasn't tormented by the plight of countless others on the island. Nonetheless, evoking Arach-achanol in Thale seemed to be the sole option to safeguard his parents. Their survival hinged on that summoning distraction. 
 
      
 
    His parents or Thale – a heart-wrenching dilemma. His parents would undoubtedly prioritize Thale, and Lorian wouldn't hesitate to sacrifice himself for the same. But making a decision for someone else? 
 
      
 
    He took solace in the fact that he acted without understanding the full scope. His plea to Arach-achanol was simple – protect his allies from the guards. It was a basic instinct to defend. 
 
      
 
    Yet, those guards, driven by misinformation, believed they were apprehending a perilous sorcerer. So, were they entirely blameless? 
 
      
 
    "You seem disturbed," Fleta observed. "You've been sighing a lot." 
 
      
 
    "I've come to realize that Thale's demise was my doing. I think that warrants some reflection," Lorian retorted. 
 
      
 
    Shigeo sighed deeply before reprimanding Lorian with a mild thud to his head. "Ask yourself, if you were thrust back into that exact situation, armed only with the knowledge you possessed then, would your actions differ?" 
 
      
 
    "They wouldn't." 
 
      
 
    "Then accept it. Decisions made with limited information can sometimes be erroneous. Learn from them. This world won't cradle your remorse." 
 
      
 
    "And when faced with impossible choices?" 
 
      
 
    "Carve your own path. Or in your context, stitch one. Speak to Lana about crafting choices." 
 
      
 
    Lorian mustered a smile at Shigeo's jest. However, such advice, although sound, seemed implausible when guards were on his tail. Flee? 
 
      
 
    He speculated on that option. His parents would be lost, and their collective abilities wouldn't suffice for a prolonged escape. Their eventual capture would be grim. What if he avoided Thale altogether? Without Thale's protective wards, he would have met his end way before the guards were dealt with by Arach-achanol. 
 
      
 
    The solution was power. Had he matched Shigeo's might, he could've repelled the guards, circumventing the need for external assistance. Attaining his level eighty goal might've even empowered him to thwart the dragon and save his parents. 
 
      
 
    Indeed, power simplified decisions. He now understood Shigeo's penchant for force. And that power was within grasp, just a week away. They needed to prepare for the imminent threat. 
 
      
 
    "We should prolong our work hours. Time is of the essence, and we need to brace ourselves for what's coming," Lorian proposed. 
 
      
 
    "Agreed!" Greenhair exclaimed, filled with enthusiasm. 
 
      
 
    "You're more demanding than when I managed your household," Grace grumbled, though she complied. 
 
      
 
    They pushed their limits for another few hours, with Fleta assisting Greenhair, enhancing his efficiency. 
 
      
 
    Surveying the still-hot molten adamantite pool, Shigeo remarked, "It's evident how the dragon toyed with us. I understand why you believe it'll obliterate the source-lights." 
 
      
 
    ________________________________________ 
 
      
 
    In the eastern rim of the bowl, a drained Valerie Spiratine lingered on the sea's surface, unable to summon the energy to fly. She had valiantly resisted the dragon, guarding the source-light. Yet, with the source-light positioned over the vast ocean, reinforcements were scarce. The dragon had dispatched the defending vessels. Their resources were stretched thin due to the ill-fated crusade. She stood her ground alone, and though she thwarted the dragon's attempts, victory eluded her. 
 
    The stillness of the water provided a contrasting embrace to the chilly air, but despite her vulnerability in the bare state, the water's warmth persisted. Sleeping while floating might seem perilous, especially when she hovered near the bowl's edge. Yet, the idea of drowning once or twice was inconsequential. As sleep overtook her, she succumbed to its depths. 
 
      
 
    "Rest, loyal servant. Your valiant efforts have not been wasted. Our foe's servant will be greeted with a mightier resistance to the south, amassing in strength, all because of the time you provided. Your journey, however, leads you north. Seek the summoner, for he threatens to reawaken our age-old nemesis." 
 
      
 
    With a renewed sense of energy, Valerie's eyes fluttered open, yet hunger consumed her. Being drenched after a day immersed in the sea tends to leave an impact. Hunger pangs led her to dive for fish, effortlessly cooking them with her touch. Refreshed, she soared north, pausing briefly on an island for fresh attire and water. The memories of the Thief's Wastes weren't fond ones, but her title wasn't "angel" for mere poesy. The summoner, the cause of countless loyalists' demise, would soon face the wrath of Murill the Dreamer, delivered by her hand. 
 
      
 
    ________________________ 
 
      
 
    With a resonating crack, Fleta rematerialized a considerable distance away, a dust plume marking her relocation. 
 
      
 
    Shigeo whistled in admiration, "Your movements were imperceptible." 
 
      
 
    Fleta mused, "I may need to moderate my speed. It feels as though I'm crashing into barriers." 
 
      
 
    While the notions of sonic booms and the speed of sound were foreign to Fleta, the latest enhancements by Lorian and Lana had escalated her speed to staggering levels. 
 
      
 
    Lorian, lounging, added his thoughts, "It's often said that if a formidable mage propels a solid object too swiftly, it causes a sharp sound and often leads to destruction. Perhaps it's interconnected?" 
 
      
 
    Lana teased, "Your 'often said' facts are rarely common knowledge. Who exactly are these people in the know?" 
 
      
 
    Grace chimed in, "I'd wager they're the authors of all his eclectic readings. Hardly mainstream." 
 
      
 
    Fleta, playfully grim, added, "I'd prefer not to combust. Thankfully, the enchantments improved my stamina as well, sparing me from such a fate." 
 
      
 
    Shigeo jested, "I'd appreciate it if my wife remained unexploded." 
 
      
 
    His jesting ceased abruptly, his senses on alert. "[Danger Sense] is signalling trouble," he whispered. 
 
      
 
    While Lorian and the others expected a looming draconic silhouette, nothing marred the sky. Yet, they knew better than to underestimate, taking defensive positions. 
 
      
 
    "There!" Fleta's keen vision spotted the threat. Shigeo followed her gaze, preparing to shield the group. 
 
      
 
    "It's a woman. Golden hair. Flaming wings. A skill, perhaps?" described Fleta. 
 
      
 
    A memory clicked for Shigeo. "Valerie Spiratine, the [Angel of Flaming Judgement]." 
 
      
 
    Even Lana recognized the name. "She's a legend! Tier nine!" 
 
      
 
    Shigeo readied himself, "Let's see if our new gear can level the playing field." 
 
      
 
    Her descent was majestic and fitting for her moniker. A true angel of judgement. 
 
      
 
    She declared, "Hand over the boy. Do not resist." 
 
      
 
    Shigeo's refusal was curt, "No."  
 
      
 
    As the group braced for a showdown, Lorian's confusion and desperation were palpable. The conversation grew heated, culminating in the angelic foe manifesting a blazing sword. With a silent nod from Shigeo, Fleta stealthily moved into position, masking her true prowess. The stage was set. 
 
    Valerie gestured sharply downward, sending a fiery crescent hurtling towards Lorian. She seemed indifferent to his nearby comrades or Shigeo who stood at the forefront. As the most formidable warrior within the bowl, she was the feared retribution of Murill, gifted with the ability to commune directly with the deity's voice. A mere shield-wielding, average middle-aged man stood no chance against her onslaught. 
 
    Yet, a man of the same age, draped in magical artifacts that amplified his innate strengths, attributes, and defenses threefold, and holding a shield forged from dragon scales and adamantite, could indeed deflect her strike. 
 
    With a baffled expression, Valerie surveyed the smoldering ground with its untouched oasis at the center. 
 
    "Do you deem this as an act of self-preservation?" Lorian questioned, just as Fleta made her move. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23: The Curse of Everlasting Life 
 
      
 
    A blade suddenly emerged from Valerie's midsection, reminiscent of a metal sprout piercing through soil. Fleta's subsequent stab targeted Valerie's backbone. A shockwave swiftly followed, displacing them both from their airborne stance. 
 
      
 
    Impact with the icy terrain left an expression of disbelief on Valerie's countenance, while Fleta's landing was relatively graceful. She joked about recalibrating her jump capacity, seemingly unbothered by her defeat of a high-ranking opponent. 
 
      
 
    "Didn't she mention Murill's involvement in this attack on you?" Shigeo noted. 
 
      
 
    "Indeed. First, Illumis framed me. Then, Kakkerxat instigated the crusade. Now, it's Murill's champion on my tail. It feels like history is repeating itself, but this time with my life on the line and the endgame still unknown." 
 
      
 
    "We're yet to encounter Gaia and Grungle," Shigeo added thoughtfully. 
 
      
 
    "Although Grungle blessed me with this class, Gaia masterminding an ambush seems uncharacteristic. Then again, Murill's actions were unexpected too," Lorian mused. 
 
      
 
    Greenhair interjected, "Excuse me for intruding, but she appears to be alive." 
 
      
 
    Confused, Shigeo exclaimed, "How? Fleta stabbed her heart!" However, Valerie's [Phoenix Rising] ability activated, her form igniting before transforming into a fiery phoenix and leaving a pile of ashes. 
 
      
 
    "Darn, she’s ruined one of your knives!" Shigeo said, though Lorian believed that wasn't the most crucial detail. 
 
      
 
    From the flames, Valerie emerged anew, although she was bereft of her belongings. 
 
      
 
    "How about a truce in exchange for some garments?" Lorian proposed. But she responded with fiery projectiles. Shigeo shielded the group but became immobilized. Anticipating Fleta's agility, Valerie remained vigilant. 
 
      
 
    "Can you hold for a bit?" Lorian whispered to Shigeo, hinting at a nonexistent dragon's return as a ruse. Valerie, overhearing, lunged at Lorian. Shigeo swiftly traded places, enduring the attack and allowing Fleta to amputate one of Valerie's limbs. 
 
      
 
    The severed arm regrew rapidly. Fleta's relentless assault managed to incapacitate but not incapacitate Valerie. 
 
      
 
    In their quest for a solution, Grace proposed encasing her in slime, while Lorian thought of using adamantite. Soon, they had Valerie submerged in molten adamantite. Despite her formidable abilities, the searing liquid was overwhelming. Upon retrieval, the metal solidified, imprisoning her. 
 
      
 
    With the enemy secured, they debated her fate. Fleta's strategy involved repetitive submersion to enhance the metal casing, allowing them time to advance their training. 
 
      
 
    Concurring with the plan, Shigeo transported the captured foe, the fear evident in her sole visible eye. 
 
    Here's a revamped version of the given text: 
 
      
 
    ________________________________________ 
 
    Within the Sacred Dominion of Jurelli, inside the majestic temple dedicated to Murill the Visionary, the [Seer of Murill] loudly slumbered. A host of priests and bishops observed her — not because her private room was a common area of visitation, but her bed was strategically positioned near Murill's effigy at the hall's entrance. This statue was posed with its arms folded, eyes shut, and its head inclined. No metallic crown adorned it; instead, a hovering halo of mist framed its form. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, a sharp noise reverberated in the chamber. The seer jolted awake, letting out a horrified cry. Priests converged, with half preparing for possible threats and the rest attending to the seer.  
 
      
 
    A clergyman, feeling moisture on his head, wiped it and found blood on his hand. Glancing upwards, he saw that the statue's eyes had opened and were shedding bloody tears, while its arms clung to its torso. The misty halo disappeared before his eyes. 
 
    ________________________________________ 
 
    "If my calculations are accurate, my task is complete," Greenhair remarked as he poured a violet concoction onto the floor. It sizzled, leaving a corroded spot. 
 
      
 
    "Do you think we should double-check your work?" Lorian inquired, curious about the potion's intended effect. 
 
      
 
    Greenhair clarified, "If I may reword, I actually finished about thirty minutes ago. Anything after was just to be on the safe side." 
 
      
 
    Lorian smirked. "Onwards to Ariana then!" 
 
      
 
    The group of adventurers resumed their journey to Sanctuary. "Is the southern source-light appearing strange to anyone else?" Lana queried, gazing at the world's distant side. 
 
      
 
    "There have been sporadic eclipses and flashes. Brenhin-Tân might be in combat there," someone noted. 
 
      
 
    "We need to speed up!" Lorian urged. 
 
      
 
    "We're already doing that. We kept you in the dark so you'd rest," came the reply. 
 
      
 
    "We can stay awake for days if needed!" 
 
      
 
    "That might be true, but it's always wise to be refreshed before entering an unpredictable scenario." 
 
      
 
    The team hastened their steps. Upon meeting Ariana, they amalgamated their abilities, breaking the feedback loop.  
 
      
 
    "To infinite power!" Lorian exclaimed, hurrying to where the core ingredients awaited. 
 
    ________________________________________ 
 
    Over the southern seas, fragments of a once-majestic armada floated. The waters were littered with bodies, promising a feast for marine scavengers once the clash ended. However, many warriors were still active, navigating the wreckage, utilizing powers to tread water or even soar in the skies. 
 
      
 
    Not all were human. Elite elves and even orcs were engaged. Unbeknownst to Lorian and his kin, orcs, devout followers of the Five, had allied with humans, heeding their deities' command. The union held, but post-battle chaos was inevitable. 
 
      
 
    Brenhin-Tân unleashed fiery projectiles, causing catastrophic damage.  
 
      
 
    "[Revival]!" Kari, the tier nine [Guardian of Gaia], chanted, bringing countless fallen back to life. 
 
      
 
    While Valerie Spiratine had public acclaim, Kari remained a secret. Revealing a resurrection ability might plunge kingdoms into power struggles. The Five's reverence had its limits; threats could push anyone beyond the brink. 
 
      
 
    The dragon, determined to end Kari, couldn't break through the persistent defense. It continued its fiery assault, with brave souls shielding the blasts. Even as they disintegrated, Kari's power endured. 
 
      
 
    "[Revival]!" 
 
      
 
    From dust and sea, fallen warriors rose, renewing their attack. The temple's covert immortal force, conditioned to persist despite repetitive deaths, took charge.  
 
      
 
    Thwarted in its attempts and failing to eliminate the southern source-light, Brenhin-Tân sought the western light, hoping for weaker defenses there. But the defenders were steps ahead. While their primary force engaged the dragon, another faction had been setting a trap underwater. As Brenhin-Tân diverted, a magical barrier arose, bombarding the creature with relentless energy bolts. The dragon, too focused on the assault, had missed the net tightening around it. 
 
      Brenhin-Tân plummeted from the heavens, the level ten mythical dragon lifeless by the time it crashed into the ocean.   
 
    Kari focused her energy on resurrecting the fallen comrades. A few of the flying soldiers departed to retrieve distant vessels meant to rescue their marooned troops. Though their ships were obliterated and they were stranded in the sea, the army erupted in triumphant cheers. Their nemesis had been vanquished, the light-source was safe, and there had been no losses. Well, not for an extended period.   
 
    Kari, along with the eternal brigade, boarded one vessel, the orcs embarked on another, and the elves took a separate one. The human combatants, not aligned to any temple, settled on the fourth ship. The weary soldiers, now finding a moment of respite, were guided to the closely spaced quarters.   
 
    The very moment the doors of these cabins were shut by the unsuspecting warriors, they were filled with a lethal gas. These doors, once closed, sealed themselves.   
 
    At times, to maintain the secrecy of Kari’s powers, sacrifices were inevitable. The agents assigned to guard her, present on the only ship not littered with lifeless bodies, commended her prowess even as they ensured she remained oblivious to the true costs. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24: The Echoes of Triumph 
 
      
 
    Fleta's gaze remained fixed on the southern horizon where the source-light lingered undisturbed. "I've yet to spot anything," she noted with a tinge of concern. 
 
      
 
    "We've been waiting for days," she continued. "The western source-light is eerily silent, and it hasn’t revisited this place. Plus, the adamantite pool is now solid. Could Brenhin-Tân have been defeated?" 
 
      
 
    Shigeo quipped with a smirk, "How about taking a quick run to see for yourself?" 
 
      
 
    She thought for a second. "Maybe later. I don’t want us to be in the spotlight until we’ve maxed out our levels and the youngsters are done with their crafting." 
 
      
 
    Lorian interjected with a hint of irritation, "Youngsters? I've already crafted a gear that amplifies physical stats a hundred-fold. A strong sneeze could quite literally blow your head off." 
 
      
 
    Testing had revealed that this one-hundred-fold boost wasn't a straightforward multiplication. While the effects were profound, they weren't as extreme as the number might suggest. Diminishing returns played a part, but this was undoubtedly the most potent enchantment Fleta had ever encountered. Lorian believed there must be a reason why they were marked by the Five, and he clung to that hope. 
 
      
 
    "We can’t afford to be complacent. Not when that demon, which decimated Thale and the crusaders, is still out there," Fleta responded. 
 
      
 
    Greenhair, lost in thought, suddenly asked, "I wonder, can a powerful regenerative potion help one survive decapitation?" 
 
      
 
    Lorian chuckled, "Such intriguing thoughts make me wish we had an immortal subject for testing." His eyes darted to a shadowy, humanoid statue standing in the room’s corner. Within, a captive was continually suffocating and reviving. 
 
      
 
    Lana murmured, "We should release her. She’s suffered enough." 
 
      
 
    Three of the room's occupants shot her a disapproving glance. Only Grace seemed to share Lana’s sentiment, suggesting, "If she’s a threat, we can at least grant her a larger confinement." 
 
      
 
    Lorian and the others continued enhancing their gears. With time, they achieved staggering multipliers on their abilities. But soon, they noticed diminishing effects, particularly on the physical prowess enhancements. They reached level one hundred, but Lorian felt an emptiness. 
 
      
 
    "So what's next?" Lorian mused. "No apocalyptic events, no eldritch monsters returning, no threats... If we were in Thale, I’d be exhilarated about our new powers. But now, it feels insignificant." 
 
      
 
    He felt something was about to unfold. Arach-achanol's prophecies had been accurate, and its ominous message of impending doom still loomed over him. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, the conversation shifted back to the imprisoned woman. Shigeo reluctantly freed her, and Lana, ever the compassionate one, assisted the traumatized figure. 
 
      
 
    Watching them, Lorian confessed, "It’s strange. I should be wary of a divinely ordained assassin, but I simply don’t feel threatened." 
 
      
 
    "Still, we need to guard our creations," Shigeo advised. 
 
      
 
    Greenhair added, "I can delay mixing the potions until required." 
 
      
 
    "That might limit their utility. Your concoctions provide diverse effects," Lorian noted. 
 
      
 
    "They're fleeting in effect," Greenhair replied. "Each has pros and cons." 
 
      
 
    Lorian sighed, "Let's check our secondary feats. There might be something worthwhile." 
 
      
 
    Shigeo nodded, "I'll watch over Lana and our 'guest.' You team up with Greenhair and Fleta." 
 
      
 
    With a sense of uncertainty, Lorian headed to Ariana's abode, ensuring the group remained divided for safety. 
 
    "You folks keep pushing me to my limits. Look, I even leveled up," she noted, spotting their recurrent visits. 
 
    "Expect a few more level-ups today if you put this on," Lorian remarked, throwing her his experience-multiplier bracelet, amplified a million times. 
 
    Eyes narrowing, she examined the item, likely triggering some appraisal skill. A moment later, she stood still, stunned. 
 
    Lorian chuckled, "Could've given us a heads-up with that appraisal before zoning out." 
 
    "How did you... It's clear why our guardian took a liking to you." 
 
    "About the dragon... Rumor has it that it faced its demise while confronting the southern source-light." 
 
    "Demise? As in, they hurt it?" 
 
    "Even graver. We think it's no more." 
 
    Ariana's gaze hardened; the idea of any dragon perishing was beyond her belief. While Brenhin-Tân hadn't been one to boast, every Sanctuary resident recognized its ancient lineage. However, its true significance remained obscured to most. 
 
    "By 'think', you mean?" 
 
    "Its perpetual enchantment has vanished." 
 
    "I managed to witness fragments of the battle," chimed in Fleta. If it had been today, she'd have identified individual combatants, but her recent power surge came a tad late. 
 
    "That's impossible. Our guardian has sheltered this village long before my ancestors and will continue for generations. Your perception deceived you." 
 
    Secretly, Lorian wished for her sentiments to be true. The dragon, after rescuing him from Thale, demonstrated a genuine concern for the village, aiding him with resources and plans. Its death would be a major setback. 
 
    "Regardless, here's your item's assessment," Ariana uttered, activating her skill. To her shock, she ascended thirty levels in a split second, experiencing the compounded might usually spread across multiple level-ups. 
 
    "Now you can assist us in choosing your ultimate abilities," Lorian teased. 
 
    "If our guardian is indeed gone and you had tools of such magnitude..." her voice trailed off, her mood somber. 
 
      
 
    Whistling a merry tune, Grant approached a robust stone gateway, adorned with intricate designs. Three unique key slots were placed in a triangular setup, necessitating simultaneous unlocking. Concealed protections were undoubtedly embedded. Given the temple's notorious caution, the hallway could transform into a lethal trap in a heartbeat. This was, undeniably, a barrier separating two realms. 
 
    On noticing the six elite guards, Grant offered a courteous nod. The guard captain scrutinized Grant's face, the emblem pinned to his attire, and the broom he carried. After a thorough search revealed only cleaning gear, he was granted entry. 
 
    "In you go," ordered the captain. With keys turned in unison, the barrier relented. Grant, an outsider, ventured in, resuming his carefree whistle. 
 
    The Cardinals would be astounded, realizing their high-tier defenses, tailored for elite warriors, were bested by a mere level one [Tourist]. They'd overlooked the possibility of someone, weaponless and harmless, confidently approaching their most sacred space. 
 
    Never had they seen the devastation a splash of bleach or a mop could inflict. Grant had other intentions. His level fifty skill, [Photograph], allowed him to store and replay visual memories. 
 
    Another door, another pair of watchmen. They disregarded him, deeming a cleaner beneath their notice. 
 
    "Who is it?" inquired Kari. 
 
    "Just here for a quick sweep," Grant replied. 
 
    "No need for daily cleaning. But, come in." 
 
    Grant entered, stating, "Gaia wishes her most loyal to thrive in comfort." 
 
    "You're not our regular cleaner," Kari observed. 
 
    "He's attending a family event. But if you don't require cleaning, perhaps I can show you some photographs?" 
 
    Kari's curiosity piqued, "Photographs?" 
 
    Grant obliged. 
 
    He was under no illusion. While his visual captures were impeccable, Kari would suspect deceit. Why would Gaia's knights slaughter the saved? Erasing naivety was tough; many resisted change. But Grungle the Maker had a purpose for sending him. Hopefully, to dispel Kari's misperceptions. 
 
    Though Kari ousted him angrily, she scrutinized every image. Opting against alerting the guards, she seemed contemplative, sipping her tea. 
 
      
 
    This reimagining retains the essence of the story but offers a fresh perspective, with varied vocabulary and sentence structures. 
 
    Lorian quickly perused his available perks without making a selection. Enhancements for physical strength? His enchantments covered that. Additional embroidery enhancements? His skills already seemed limitless. The minor increases seemed redundant at this point.  
 
      
 
    What he craved was a fresh set of abilities – something enchantments couldn't mimic. Redirecting his attention, he dove into his list of available feats. There were several that weren’t documented in his manuals, accessible only upon reaching level one hundred. An additional bonus to the quality of any crafted item, skills that seasoned tailors would possess, such as fabric dyeing or tailoring finished clothes. Potent capabilities, indeed. But they seemed tailored, no pun intended, for those seeking a life of tailoring – an avenue he wasn't keen on, despite his class. 
 
      
 
    He had hoped, based on the Five’s reactions, to find an option for godhood, a demon summoning aid, or even a power that could potentially devastate the world. But, seemingly, none existed. 
 
      
 
    He opted for [Mana Weaving], which allowed him to craft clothing from pure mana without materials. Given the enhancement of his mana, he could exploit this feat tremendously. Securing it unlocked another perk that amplified his weaving prowess. Coupled with his enchanted items, he could likely fashion mana-fabric more resilient than adamantite. Without hesitation, he acquired it, leaving him with three more perk choices. 
 
      
 
    He selected an environmental resistance perk, which, considering it was a primary-tier perk, shielded him from extremes like heat, cold, as well as dangers like acid and poison. The added strength of his enhanced items meant he'd likely be virtually impervious. He chose a swift healing perk next and deliberated over a defensive booster as his last. Deciding it was unnecessary due to his existing endurance from other enhancements, he left the final slot vacant, believing he might find another purpose for it later. 
 
      
 
    “Selections complete,” he announced. “What perks did you two grab?” 
 
      
 
    “[Permanency],” Greenhair responded. “It lets me craft potions with enduring effects, though it diminishes their potency a tad. Still, that doesn’t concern me.” 
 
      
 
    “[Drag Elision],” Fleta chimed in. “Hopefully, it means I won’t crash into obstacles when dashing.” 
 
      
 
    Ariana added to the mix, “I went with [Class Enhancement]. It enables individuals to opt for a class one tier higher than they’d typically be eligible for. Though, there was an alternative, [Bestow Class], that allows me to dictate the class for the recipient, rather than them choosing. Do you reckon that’s what the Five harness?” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 25: The Healing Unraveled 
 
      
 
    In the dimly lit room, Lorian observed Valerie, filling in as a sentinel while Lana, along with Shigeo and Grace, set out on their quest for more skills and enhancements. Valerie's recent confinement, albeit brief, seemed to have deeply scarred her. Lorian couldn’t deny the ordeal she had faced was unnerving, but she had, after all, attempted to assassinate him. Given her undying nature, he felt she should be grateful to be alive; anyone else would’ve met their end. 
 
      
 
    It was not the confinement itself, but the haunting memories it evoked that paralyzed her. She would’ve confessed, had she been in the right frame of mind, that it was the engulfing darkness she dreaded. She was no stranger to her own strengths and vulnerabilities. This wasn’t her maiden experience of entrapment. A prolonged period of imprisonment had once held her captive, a span far more than a mere few days. It was a dark cage, an abyss where the very air consumed her, all aftermath of a failed quest to cleanse the Isle of Mist. 
 
      
 
    Lying restless, her reactions became increasingly wary of Lorian. Curiously, Lorian wasn't even the primary tormentor—it was mainly Shigeo and Fleta's doing. Ideally, Greenhair, being neutral in the whole ordeal, should have been her caretaker, but Lorian wasn't convinced he could resist being swayed by her if she began narrating her side of the story. 
 
      
 
    Growing impatient, Lorian asked, "How much longer will you remain like this?" He momentarily looked away from his [Mana Weaving] practice, a skill that allowed him to craft items with incredible precision, altering their properties at will. 
 
      
 
    In a soft whisper, she said, "It's too silent... Why isn’t she guiding me? Did I disappoint her?" 
 
    "Do you mean Murill the Dreamer?" 
 
    "My Goddess," her voice dreamy and distant. "Every night, as I'd drift into dreams, she'd be there. Guiding, mentoring. And now, an empty void." 
 
      
 
    A thought crossed Lorian’s mind; if Murill communicated in dreams, shouldn't Valerie sleep to hear from her? "Maybe you should try resting?" he probed. 
 
    Turning sharply to face him, she exclaimed, "She’s vanished! Not just silent, gone!" 
 
    "But where?" 
 
    "I wish I knew. Where are you, my Goddess?" 
 
      
 
    She broke down into tears. Lorian realized the depth of her reliance. Once, his worst nightmare was being coerced into marrying the princess. But becoming an unquestioning tool for the Five was something he hadn’t fathomed. He could have been her, blindly obeying every command. He left his unfinished armor project, approached her, and offered a comforting embrace. 
 
      
 
    ————————————————————————— 
 
      
 
    "That's where you're wrong," Kari argued. "The templars train daily. Those warriors bravely faced Brenhin-Tân, an overpowering adversary. They deserve accolades." 
 
    "Your gifts must remain clandestine. A public commendation isn't viable." 
 
    "You're merely concerned about their deaths. The fact that they confronted Brenhin-Tân isn't an issue." 
 
    "It's unfeasible to rally everyone. The fighters were from diverse kingdoms. Orcs were among them!" 
 
    "Why rally? Use a far-seeing orb in a local temple. While it’s optional, many would value a personal remote acknowledgment." 
 
      
 
    The cardinal, trying to deflect, questioned, "Why this sudden concern? Never before have you reached out to those you’ve cured." 
 
    "I’ve also never battled an ancient dragon," Kari responded, her words true but not entirely revealing her thoughts. 
 
    "I'll liaise with other temples. Organizing every far-seeing orb simultaneously might take a while." 
 
    "Much appreciated," Kari mused, knowing if the cardinal truly desired, all orbs could be prepared by noon. 
 
      
 
    Walking back to her quarters, flanked by guards ostensibly for protection, she reflected. But they also effectively restricted her freedom, ensuring she couldn't escape. 
 
    The door to her suite locked securely behind her. True, she held the keys to all the locks. Anyone who glanced her way wouldn't think she was confined. Yet, with merely two hands, she couldn't unlock them all alone. Beyond that door, guards stood watch at all times. 
 
      
 
    While she was away, two guards maintained their positions by the door. Upon her return, four others joined them, with two more accompanying her inside and stationed just outside her sleeping quarters. At least they respected her privacy in her bedroom and washroom. Neither space had windows, leaving the heavily guarded door as the only exit. But solitude was hers in these rooms. 
 
      
 
    Kari was astute. It didn't take long for her to realize her surroundings resembled a lavish prison. Still, she had embraced it. She felt her purpose was to heal, and the majestic cathedral in Gaia was an ideal place for her mission. Her unique ability to resurrect was kept secret. For standard healing tasks, there were no boundaries. Inhabitants from all corners of the realm sought her help. She welcomed everyone, never demanding anything in return. 
 
      
 
    While the cathedral's setup wasn't flawless – not everyone could bear the journey's cost – she believed that even if she roamed the realm, she couldn't reach everyone. Moreover, such travels would hinder her ability to act swiftly during catastrophes like the Brenhin-Tân incident. The climate in the Kingdom of Ergland had already shifted. If the dragon had demolished the southern beacon, half the realm would have turned into an icy desert. 
 
      
 
    The dragon was defeated without loss. Yet, Kari sensed not all warriors had returned. Had she not been present, doom would've befallen all. Despite the Church's dark deeds, she felt obligated to remain and fulfill her purpose. 
 
      
 
    Her aspiration? Eliminate the Church's sinister motivations. 
 
      
 
    The following day, amidst her six ever-present guards, she walked into her expansive healing chamber. Activating her [Mass Heal] skill, she rejuvenated all present. 
 
      
 
    All, but one. 
 
      
 
    A distraught mother screamed, "My son! He remains untouched!" The boy's pallor and stillness indicated his demise. 
 
      
 
    A guard calmly responded, "My apologies, madam. He's departed this world." They often had to console those whom Kari could not help. 
 
      
 
    Kari gently intervened, "Death, too, can be reversed. [Resurrection]." 
 
      
 
    The boy stirred. The onlookers gasped, guards scrambled, and in the ensuing chaos, Kari was hustled back. She prayed that the boy and his mother wouldn't suffer due to her defiance. 
 
      
 
    If the temple wished to suppress this incident, they had to deal with numerous witnesses, including affluent traders, nobles, and clergymen from the Kakkerxat shrine. If these people vanished within the temple's walls, the realm would surely revolt. 
 
      
 
    Kari's anxiety wasn't her confinement, but her accessibility to heal. She hoped her actions would put an end to the Church's malevolent schemes. 
 
      
 
    "Report your findings," Lorian inquired as the others entered. Lorian's own choices may not have been groundbreaking, but he remained curious about the others. 
 
      
 
    However, all eyes were on Lorian, comforting Valerie. He questioned their stares, receiving only puzzled looks in return. 
 
      
 
    Grace tried to suppress her amusement, remarking, "Quite audacious, comforting the foe." 
 
      
 
    He replied, "She sought solace. Her past burdens her. Now, let’s focus on our skills." 
 
      
 
    "[Impassable Protector]," Shigeo revealed. "As long as I stand and remain close, no harm will come to those I guard." 
 
      
 
    Fleta observed, "Had you possessed this during our quests, I'd have focused solely on offense." 
 
      
 
    "[Loyal Equipment]," she shared next. "Now, our enchanted artifacts won't be misused; they'll recognize their owner." 
 
      
 
    "[Unbreakable Bond]," Grace announced. "Creatures I tame remain loyal, and I can revive them." 
 
      
 
    "Remarkable," Lorian noted. Grace mused about another skill that could’ve enabled her to tame people, jesting about Shigeo’s dining habits. But Lorian doubted the skill could alter someone’s inherent nature. 
 
      
 
    A soft giggle from Valerie paused their discussion. "Family… I wonder of mine," she whispered. 
 
    ________________________________________ 
 
    The Sacred Empire of Jurelli was in chaos. Though much of it was figurative, parts were dangerously close to becoming literal. When Kakkerxat's temple discovered that Gaia's temple had a healer with the power to resurrect and chose not to assist in the northern crusade, outrage brewed. 
 
      
 
    Word reached various other realms swiftly due to nobles at the resurrection ceremony possessing communication devices. Each realm had mourned the loss of their tier seven and eight warriors during that failed crusade. They felt betrayed, thinking their forces were weakened by Gaia's temple's reluctance. 
 
      
 
    Kari's involvement wouldn't have mattered. Despite her high tier, her defensive capabilities were subpar. Arach-achanol would have overcome her just as effortlessly as the rest. Valerie's first-hand account should have made this clear, but facts often get overshadowed by heated feelings. 
 
      
 
    Another overlooked fact was the constraints of Kari's gift. The duration she had to resurrect someone varied with the body's state. In the absence of a body, like the brutal aftermath of Brenhin-Tân's onslaught, her window was a mere minute. If stored properly, a few days at most. 
 
      
 
    The remains from Arach-achanol's rampage hadn't been preserved correctly. Even if they had, it would've been past the revival window. Yet, power-hungry monarchs believed that possessing Kari would grant them an advantage to rebuild their forces while others floundered. 
 
      
 
    "Do you comprehend now why we hid your ability?" the cardinal questioned, his gaze fixed on a towering statue of a woman with open arms and a crown adorned with ivy. 
 
      
 
    "You took lives!" 
 
    "I safeguarded many! Due to your actions, how many will perish now? How many will you fail to mend with realms battling for you?" 
 
      
 
    "We could've found an alternative. There had to be another solution." 
 
    "We could've prohibited you from wielding your power, letting Brenhin-Tân obliterate the last source-lights." 
 
    "Surely, clarity would've kept them silent." 
 
      
 
    The cardinal scoffed involuntarily, "Kari, your innocence is unparalleled. I hoped to shield you from this world's darkness. But if you believe no one would've exposed your secret, I've overprotected you. Still, that will change soon. I summoned you not to reproach but to ensure your safety." 
 
      
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "We can't guard you here, not with your abilities exposed. You'll be relocated to a place beyond any realm's reach." 
 
    Kari echoed, her voice laden with anxiety, "Where?" 
 
      
 
    The cardinal remained silent, eyes locked on the luminous statue. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 26: A Revelation of Past Ties 
 
      
 
    Spending an entire day confined to her bed, Valerie finally ventured towards Greenrim, her birthplace. Though she had shifted to the Holy Dominion of Jurelli after her initiation rite, the memories of her original home were distant and seldom revisited. Her loyalty to Murill convinced her that her divine duties outweighed familial bonds. Yet, the mere hours she spent observing the dynamics of Lorian’s family showed her what she had sacrificed, fueling her drive to reconcile. 
 
      
 
    Meeting her parents, however, wasn’t in her cards. Lorian discerned from her that her gift of immortality didn't differentiate causes of death. Whether she met her end at Fleta's hand or passed away naturally, she'd come back to life. Her age remained a mystery, but it was clear she doubted any familiar faces from her past still walked the land. 
 
      
 
    Lorian’s clan was relieved at her departure. While Lorian harbored sympathy for her, he couldn’t ignore the choices she made under Murill’s influence. Leaving her unsupervised in their residence wasn't an option due to the looming threat of her carrying out a homicidal command on Murill's orders. Her deep-rooted devotion meant she might just comply, with genuine happiness stemming from her deity's presence. 
 
      
 
    In the interim, Lorian and Lana collaborated to forge an advanced set of gear for the group. Beyond just magical trinkets, they crafted garments imbued with such intense mana that they could deflect Shigeo's blade or Fleta’s knife. Lana, with her skills, could imprint the cloth, bestowing further enchantments and incorporating the power of [Loyal Equipment]. They dismantled all unbonded items. The only setback was the unsuccessful attempt to imbue their items with Greenhair's enduring elixirs. Potions, it seemed, had strict use-cases. 
 
      
 
    Lorian had once presumed the [Novice Alchemist] of their team held the upper hand because, with [Alchemy] being skill-based, the efficacy of the concoctions grew with expertise. However, witnessing the stringent alchemical formulas compared to his and Lana's flexible crafting methods made him rethink. Unlike him and Lana, Greenhair lacked creative flexibility. 
 
      
 
    Shigeo flaunted attire resembling solid plate armor but was surprisingly lightweight, with a unique bluish hue. The color, unfamiliar to Lorian, was Shigeo's choice for its enigmatic allure. Fleta opted for a camouflaging bodysuit in earthen tones. Although her skills made it redundant, she remained attached to it. For her, evasion surpassed defense, rendering heavy armors unnecessary. Grace, predictably, replicated her signature maid attire which, while visually regular, could withstand substantial blows. Similarly, Lorian and Lana mimicked their usual styles. Greenhair chose a green outfit with an oddly matched pointed hat and white stockings. Lorian refrained from probing, attributing it to elvish taste. 
 
      
 
    Their door swung open as Fleta returned after confirming Valerie’s departure from their proximity. “Valerie has reached Greenrim. However, I've spotted disturbances in Jurelli. Looks like a conflict," she noted, her report slightly cryptic due to the presence of a janitor from Sanctuary. Grace playfully attempted to claim his broom occasionally. 
 
      
 
    "I wager the kingdoms aren't pleased about their forces’ defeat in the crusade," Shigeo interjected. 
 
      
 
    Shigeo's remarks were cut short by their cleaner. "The chaos is about Kari, a rare ninth-tier healer with resurrection abilities." 
 
      
 
    Everyone turned to the cleaner, somewhat taken aback by his sudden insight. His identity was soon revealed – he was more than just a bystander. As the truth about his connections and intentions unfurled, tension gripped the room, and a new chapter in their saga began to unfold. 
 
    "Almost correct. He doesn't want to take control, but bankrupt it. He laments decisions from five centuries back. And I didn't 'sneak in' like you believe. These are deities. Distinguished beings. Surely, they wouldn't clean their own abodes, right? I went straight in, armed with a broom. Typically, cleaning equipment is the best way in." 
 
    "Quite a tale there, but where's the proof?" Shigeo inquired. 
 
    "Evidence, right. Here's a shot of me next to the late Illumis the Wise." 
 
    Grant motioned to an image on the wall: a vast library, the end of bookshelves barely visible. An arm stretched out from the image's bottom, holding a mirror that showcased Grant's reflection. At a table sat a figure resembling statues Lorian had noted before, minus the knife embedded in its back. 
 
    However, Lorian's attention was on the desk's visual – an illuminated picture of Thale, caught in a frightful instant, with tentacles ripping buildings apart. 
 
    "Too engrossed in evicting the Other from Thale to notice my approach. The mirror? Well, I can only capture what I directly see, so self-photos are tricky. Now, here's Kakkerxat the Formidable." 
 
    The scene shifted to display another deceased figure in an armory full of accolades. Reflected in a polished shield was Grant's face. Lorian noticed a dragon's head, a minor decorative piece. He couldn’t identify the larger ones. 
 
    "All his strength went into safeguarding his misguided mission. And here’s Murill the Visionary." 
 
    The next image revealed someone on a floating bed in the void. Grant's reflection was caught in his trusty hand-mirror. A body on the bed bore resemblance to known figures, except for the dagger embedded in her chest. 
 
    "Reaching her was challenging, given her tendency to dream. Flying would've been handy," Grant said. 
 
    "Interesting illusions, but not solid proof," Shigeo noted. 
 
    "If only you understood the mechanism," Grant muttered, displeased at the persistent skepticism, especially with a knife threateningly close. 
 
    "I'm guessing you aren't just flaunting your god-slaying," Fleta observed. "What do you seek?" 
 
    "I'm here for a clean-up," Grant announced. "And I need assistance to deal with Gaia, the final hurdle to restore the world to its original keeper." 
 
    "Why did you intervene with Illumis? He aimed to salvage Thale. What’s Grungle's plan?" Lorian exclaimed. 
 
    "Easy there," Shigeo interjected. "Begin from the ancient tales, say 500 years back?" 
 
    "Absolutely. Once, our world was complete. Demons and mythical creatures were omnipresent. Humans barely managed. Congregating was an open invitation for larger predators. Five human champions decided to change this." 
 
    "The Famous Five?" 
 
    "Exactly. They pleaded to their world's deity and received salvation from the so-called Other, the adversary. The champions received protective powers but used them to cleave the world. They safeguarded humans and extended refuge to other races. However, Brenhin-Tân discerned their scheme, attempted to stop them, but got ensnared." 
 
    "So, the Five are traitors. Why has Grungle turned?" 
 
    "Power can be intoxicating," Grant explained. "Humanity burgeoned, but instead of pride, the Five felt threatened. They curtailed the bestowed power, kept the potent ones on a tight leash. It shifted from protecting to controlling. Grungle admired humans' resilience until Illumis silenced them. Grungle recognized the Five's descent." 
 
    "But the original realm seemed chaotic. Why revert? Why not foster a harmonious existence here?" 
 
    "Grungle's intention was just that, but the Five's obsession with power prevented it. Their godly status was intoxicating. Grungle had two choices: keep humanity subjugated or liberate them. He chose freedom, puncturing the realm and introducing the Other. You’re the aftermath." 
 
    "So, Grungle is different how?" Lorian erupted. "Without consent, he upturned my life, made us targets." 
 
    "The voice whispered again, echoing in Lorian's mind. It wasn't just some demon. It was The Other, the proclaimed adversary of all humankind. Its past actions had shown that human lives meant nothing to it. Yet it didn't seem intent on annihilation either. It simply existed, an entity beyond human understanding, an extraterrestrial so unfamiliar that even fundamental principles like life and death didn't apply. Pure chaos. Arach-achanol – the ultimate deity. 
 
      
 
    Grungle had a plan to return it to power, to relinquish the bowl to its dominion. His goal wasn’t to safeguard humanity, but to liberate it. Yet, what was the point of freedom if countless lives and civilizations would be obliterated? 
 
      
 
    Lorian glanced at his parents, who were poised to strike Grant down on the spot. 
 
    "Do you believe him?" he inquired. 
 
    "It's quite a story," Shigeo responded. 
 
    "It sounds unbelievable," Fleta commented. 
 
    Greenhair stepped forward, "If I may add, if his account is true, then the elves relocated here by choice. Some elves have lived since the rift wars and might provide some insights about the past, especially with the recent happenings." 
 
    "With our local dragon seemingly out of the picture, it sounds like a plan," Lorian agreed. 
 
    "So, a brief journey to Ygrillana?" Shigeo suggested. 
 
      
 
    I hope this version retains the essence of the original while presenting it in a refreshed manner. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 27: Lana's Aerial Dilemma 
 
      
 
    Lana glanced at the speeding waters below, pondering, "Can the [Permanency] spell enhance this flying potion?" 
 
    "I reckon it might," Greenhair responded. 
 
    "I have reservations about that," Lorian interjected cautiously. 
 
    "But think about it! We'd be soaring!" Lana beamed. 
 
    However, Lorian couldn’t help but question: If one could make a toxin permanent, would its cure become more challenging? It’d likely negate any natural recovery. Imagine a subtle poison, slowly weakening its victim without evident symptoms. 
 
    When it comes to the flying elixir though, Lorian corrected, "Technically, you’re levitating, not flying. How would you manage to walk if you're weightless?" 
 
    Lana stumbled for an answer, yearning for perpetual flight without compromising her day-to-day routines. Though the potion's effect could be willingly ended, making it last indefinitely might not serve her purpose. 
 
    Grace, hovering nearby, chimed in, "Considering our augmented strength, why not attach wings to our arms and soar like avians?" 
 
    Shigeo, enthusiastic, boomed, "Fancy crafting some wings for me, young man?" 
 
    "I can replicate the appearance, yet crafting functional wings is intricate. If you provide some literature on wing dynamics, I'll give it a shot," Lorian replied. 
 
    "Why the casual banter when I'm shouldering the load?" Fleta grumbled. Having chosen a water-walking potion, she dashed over the ocean at breakneck speed, pulling everyone else tied to ropes. Due to her [Drag Elision], she experienced zero resistance, even from the floating group. 
 
    "You're our speedster, sweetheart!" Shigeo called out. 
 
    "And let’s remember, it’s thanks to your [Drag Elision] that we can converse at this pace," Lorian added. "Else, the wind's howl would drown our voices. So, it’s on you!" 
 
    Fleta smirked, "Seems our young one’s getting cheeky, Shigeo. Maybe it's time for another lesson?" 
 
    Lorian drifted slightly higher, evading the banter. 
 
    Noticing Greenhair’s pensive demeanor, Lana remarked, "You seem preoccupied." 
 
    Greenhair's home awaited them, a place he was exiled from. "Facing one's past can be daunting, especially if it involves confronting cultural taboos," Lorian offered as an explanation. 
 
    The enigma of Greenhair's decision to return puzzled Lorian. Greenhair had seemed to resonate with elvish customs, so this choice seemed uncharacteristic. Was he seeking refuge from potential threats? Or did he hope the elder elves might divulge crucial insights, given the recent events? 
 
      
 
    The expansive island of Ygrillana loomed ahead as Fleta continued her brisk pace. The towering lehibe trees, the elves' dwelling places, were becoming discernible. 
 
    "Any specific location I should aim for?" Fleta queried. 
 
    "Head for the most densely packed trees at the island's heart," Greenhair directed. 
 
    Fleta sighed, "Wish they resided closer to the shores. Traversing this dense jungle won't be easy." 
 
    Lorian grimaced, anticipating the discomfort of being jerked around amidst the trees. "I trust you, mother, but this sounds riskier than an ever-lasting flying potion." 
 
    Shigeo, ever the optimist, cheered, "Don’t underestimate her!" 
 
    As Fleta hopped from treetop to treetop, Lana, following Shigeo’s lead, elevated her position. Navigating this way was undeniably faster, yet Lorian felt a tad undignified being towed like a makeshift kite. 
 
    When they eventually reached Llinorn, the elven heartland, the landscape shifted dramatically. Majestic lehibe trees pierced the skies, while radiant clearings illuminated the ground, hinting at gatherings of elves. Despite the absence of human-made walls or structures, a trained eye would recognize that nature alone couldn't craft such symmetrical clearances. 
 
    In a dense forest, Fleta's approach towards the elven city was halted abruptly as a group of elves surrounded her team from tree perches. "Stop right there!" commanded the elf captain, eyeing Greenhair with suspicion. The hovering members of Fleta's party descended, halting their flight spells. "Elvish territory. Weapons down, or face the consequences," he warned. 
 
      
 
    "And if we don't?" Lorian questioned, trying to grasp their intentions. "Lorian, let me do the talking," Fleta interjected, indicating towards Shigeo, who was wisely keeping quiet. 
 
      
 
    Without any more negotiations, the elf captain ordered a full-scale attack. Bolts of magic and arrows rained down on them. "Using fire in a forest? Interesting choice," remarked Shigeo, dodging attacks effortlessly. Greenhair noted, "They aim high, to spare the trees. And their mages have skills to protect the forest." 
 
      
 
    Lorian, defending himself, remarked, "At least they responded." Shigeo, engaging in battle, mused, "A decade ago, they wanted large adventurer groups to have appraisers. It would've made a difference here." 
 
      
 
    Fleta added, "However, a mere appraisal wouldn't gauge our strength. They might have some strong members, but we're not easy prey." 
 
      
 
    The onslaught ceased. "Now, can we discuss vital matters peacefully?" Fleta asked, referring to some recent tragedies. But peace was short-lived. An elf tried to harm Lana, only to be overpowered easily. The situation escalated. 
 
      
 
    Desperate to defuse the situation, Greenhair attempted to intervene, but Fleta's swift move disarmed the elven attackers. Their captain was enraged at the mention of 'Greenhair', which seemed to be a derogatory term. Lorian was puzzled, remembering Greenhair himself using that name. Greenhair confessed, "It suits me, given my past." 
 
      
 
    As more elf troops joined the fray, Lorian pondered their unwavering determination. Greenhair clarified, "It's our duty, not suicidal tendencies. No true guard would let an enemy in." 
 
      
 
    For Lorian, the elven mindset was perplexing. He wondered if things would be different if they knew Fleta's group had no intent of harm. 
 
    Fleta's form became hazy once more, halting the onslaught. From the canopy, elves plummeted, looks of bewilderment marking their visages. Struggling to break their fall, they realized their limbs were unresponsive. While their enhanced levels ensured the drops weren't lethal, without a healer, they were incapacitated; Fleta had cut their limb tendons. 
 
      
 
    "Well, they're out of commission and alive. Everyone content?" Fleta inquired. 
 
    "I held his wrist, and it just... burst," Lana whispered. 
 
    "Everyone but Lana, apparently," Lorian chimed in. 
 
    "What? No, I'm good. Just... that was intense!" 
 
    Lana's countenance lit up with a somewhat unnerving smile, making Lorian shift uncomfortably. 
 
    "The tree over there is where our targets reside," Greenhair indicated, pointing towards a towering lehibe. 
 
    With newfound excitement coursing through her, Lana dashed towards the tree, deftly navigating its surface. 
 
    "Enter from the base!" Greenhair yelled at Lana's diminishing silhouette. 
 
    "Oh." 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 28: Shadows of the Ancient 
 
      
 
    "You do not speak of days gone by," the elderly elf repeated, his silver locks shimmering in the dim light. 
 
      
 
    Lorian grunted in frustration, "The legends speak of the fall of three amongst the Five. And now, the ominous shadow of the Other looms near, a guest, they say, brought in by Grungle. With another radiant beacon extinguished and the sacred bowl barely intact, how do we confront what’s coming if we don't understand the past?” 
 
      
 
    “The ancient tales remain unspoken.” 
 
      
 
    Shigeo stepped in, steadying Lorian with a firm grip, “The elvish code runs deep, lad. Their pride could lead to their doom. If they choose silence, they won't be swayed.” 
 
      
 
    “Greenhair, any chance you possess a potion that compels truth?” Lorian inquired. 
 
      
 
    “I have one that curbs deceit, but it cannot compel speech,” Greenhair responded. 
 
      
 
    The musing about potions seemed to strike a chord with an elderly elf, her gaze scrutinizing, “Potions, you say? Your face, it’s familiar. Once banished, you dare tread here? You might wear the guise of an elf, but you're an imposter in these woods.” 
 
      
 
    That stung. Greenhair visibly recoiled, a wound deeper than any spell could inflict. 
 
      
 
    Lana stepped forward defiantly, “From my experience, sometimes being anything but an elf is a blessing.” 
 
      
 
    Lana's courage impressed Lorian. He remembered her painful past, how swiftly kin had turned on her. Humans, with their complexities, weren’t any better than elves. But her resilience was admirable. 
 
      
 
    The high elders emitted a piercing hiss, a sound of deep offense. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t insult my ally,” Lorian interjected, having learned its meaning from Greenhair. 
 
      
 
    Lana held him back, “Leave it to me.” Flashing a wild grin reminiscent of the time she'd shown her power against an elite elf, she darted around. While Lorian could track her, the elders were clueless. Instead of violence, she used her blade to sheer their treasured locks, leaving a heap of hair in the room’s heart. 
 
      
 
    The audacity stunned the elders, some fainting. Greenhair gasped audibly. 
 
      
 
    “You’re feeble,” Lana spat, “Your foundations weak, your essence dried up. Not worth my wrath, or even my notice.” 
 
      
 
    Leaving the shocked elders behind, Lana led the exit, “This journey bore no fruit. Let’s head home.” 
 
      
 
    Lorian whispered to Greenhair, trying to gauge his reaction, “I remember the timid Lana who was once a stranger at our gates. But these insults about hair, and fruits and roots?” 
 
      
 
    Fleta grinned, “She basically called out their courage, or the lack of it.” 
 
      
 
    Lorian’s eyes followed Lana, noting her determined gait, “They had the audacity to defy us. They feared something else – the legend of the Five. They believe none of it is true.” 
 
      
 
    “That was evident,” Lana said, “Their actions spoke louder than words.” 
 
      
 
    The team exchanged glances, processing Lana's sharp observation. Lorian pondered over Lana’s recent knowledge about elvish nuances. Recalling past events, he saw patterns of her closeness with Greenhair. But he decided to respect their privacy. 
 
      
 
    “What’s next? Seek the dragons?” Lorian voiced. 
 
      
 
    Shigeo suggested, “Jurelli might have answers, perhaps through the cardinals?” 
 
      
 
    Fleta was quick to dismiss, “We'd meet fanatics, not conspirators. It’s a maze with no exit, just like here.” 
 
    Lorian stepped from the protective shadows of a tree, gazing upwards. "I think we're in a situation," he commented.  
 
    Shigeo followed his gaze to the west, where darkness prevailed even though it should have been bright midday. "This isn't right..." he murmured. 
 
    Together, the group elevated themselves onto tree branches, scanning the horizon for answers. The southern horizon still held a fragment of light, but the west was immersed in darkness. However, they were all magnetically drawn to the view to the north. 
 
    The sky appeared split. From where the missing source of light should have been, there loomed a vast, dark void, its edges gleaming a brilliant purple. The void seemed alive, moving subtly. As they watched, a red crescent emerged from it, revealing a colossal, serpent-like eye as it widened. The sheer size suggested it spanned miles. 
 
    With a voice that seemed to shake the very essence of reality, it declared, "Í̷̡̻̹͈̔ ̶͂͂͜͠have ̶̣͓͒͑arrived." 
 
    Used to the voice of the Other, Lorian hardly reacted. But for the others, even with their enhanced endurance gear, the voice was overwhelming. The elves and others in the area suffered even more.  
 
    Ignoring its own impact, the creature let out another pulse, sending ripples across the realm, leaving minor ruptures behind. These ripples gravitated towards the southern light, where more voids emerged, releasing enormous tentacles. They seized the remaining light source, obliterating it. 
 
    The world was thrown into darkness. 
 
    Yet, the eerie purple glow persisted. And while the eye retreated into the shadows, nobody believed it was truly gone. The intermittent blocking of the purple light made Lorian realize they were being overshadowed by other monstrous entities – entities that were either incredibly close or unimaginably vast. Lorian surmised the latter. 
 
    Suddenly, the silhouette of mammoth tentacles, each wider than a mountain, became visible, ominously hovering over the land. One tentacle descended, erasing the northeastern region in a blink. Though it occurred in silence, Lorian knew the magnitude of destruction from such a force was immense, but sound took time to travel due to the vast distances. 
 
    "Feeble p̸̰͍̥̆͒̌uppets," the voice thundered, causing even Lorian discomfort and sending most of the others into agonizing distress. 
 
    Lorian could only watch as a myriad of tentacles descended, piercing the ocean and burrowing beneath the islands. The surrounding world became a spectacle of desperate defense as everyone, soldiers to adventurers, unleashed their might against the impending doom, to no avail. 
 
    Suddenly, the islands were torn from their roots, floating in the void, as the entire realm seemed to shift. Above, countless stars emerged, alien to those from this world. 
 
    Holding onto a tree for dear life, Lorian saw the oceans rush to fill the voids left behind. The god-like entity was reshaping their realm, morphing it from a basin to a dome. The realization hit him: they had always been one half of a bigger entity. It was the dream, the [Mindscape], coming to life. 
 
    The massive tentacles worked deftly, restoring the islands to their original, united form. With one final jolt and an echoing boom, everything settled. 
 
    "Ṟ̵̗́́͌͘e̷̩̝̻̖̔̐͠j̵͔̫̃̉o̷̠͗͒̀͌i̸̲͉͖̭̎̒̊c̴̭̞̦͌ĕ̵͇̏.̸̀̅́͜͜" 
 
    Gazing around, Lorian pondered the fate of those who might have been thrown off, or crushed under the islands. The aftermath of the voice on the classless? What became of the ships at sea?  
 
    As the dawn painted the sky an ethereal blue, the monstrous entity retreated, yet its presence was palpable. The multitude of blood-red eyes remained fixated on Lorian. 
 
    Gathering his thoughts, Lorian finally whispered to his comrades, his voice tinged with a mixture of awe and terror, "What just happened?" 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 29: Gathering the Fragments 
 
      
 
    Remarkably, Grace took charge, steering the group towards coherence. Often a silent supporter, she was adverse to senseless chaos. With a sharp clap, she seized their focus. 
 
    "Enough of this despondency. We must plan our next steps; securing food, water, and a place to rest. It's evident we're in unknown territory, and I’m clueless about our route back to Sanctuary or Hrellflan." 
 
    Lorian interjected, "It seems the distinct islands have merged." 
 
    Lana added, "The absence of the other islands is unsettling. Perhaps an aerial view could shed some light?" 
 
    "Do you know who you're addressing? Fleta and I are Hrellflan's finest adventurers! We can source water, food, and shelter even in the most barren landscapes." 
 
    Hearing this, Lorian retorted, "Hrellflan isn’t known for its deserts." 
 
    Fleta chuckled, "Allow him his dramatics. Grace does have a point. We have a few potential routes. We could establish a remote dwelling, keep searching for clarity, perhaps those aloof elves might provide answers later. Maybe a journey to Greenrim to discern the fate of their source-light. Alternatively, we can defend Hrellflan or Sanctuary, or even consider establishing dominance in a kingdom, likely Hrellflan." 
 
    Lana hesitated, "Conquest isn’t on my agenda." 
 
    Lorian agreed, "Same here." 
 
    However, Greenhair noted, "Given the circumstances, consolidating power might be pragmatic. Fear will drive both humans and elves into chaos, and strong leadership could prevent anarchy." 
 
    But Shigeo asserted, "We aren’t colonizing. That's just an option Fleta added for the sake of listing possibilities." 
 
    With a thoughtful demeanor, Lorian said, "Considering Thale’s ruin, Sanctuary seems like the logical choice." 
 
    Weighing his options, Shigeo said, "Given our connections, my vote is for Hrellflan," receiving a nod of agreement from Fleta. 
 
    Greenhair added another perspective, "There’s always the possibility of splitting up," but the suggestion didn’t resonate with anyone. 
 
    Lana voiced her concerns, "I need to ensure my mother's safety after what transpired with my father." 
 
    A mysterious voice interrupted, "*They will gaze upon you with trepidation, and you will render them my judgment.*" 
 
    Lorian's eyes darted upwards, catching a glimpse of motion against the azure expanse. Fleta, observing his distraction, asked, "What caught your eye?" 
 
    Responding to her, Lorian said, "That cosmic entity seems to have an agenda for me. It desires me to bring its judgment to Gaia and Grungle." 
 
    Shigeo queried, "Why can’t it administer that itself?" 
 
    Lorian reflected, "The last target was Gaia’s cathedral. Maybe they’ve protected themselves, similar to our prior safe havens." 
 
    Shigeo and Fleta exchanged concerned glances. Shigeo murmured, "This is troubling. This world bends to that entity’s whims. Its demands are grim and severe." 
 
    Always the voice of reason, Greenhair suggested, "Engaging with the Five could enlighten us about this world's past and present." 
 
    Lorian, seeing the logic, concurred, "Meeting Grungle sounds appropriate. I'll make my decision regarding the cosmic entity’s will after our interaction." 
 
    "But how do you propose to approach Grungle?" Shigeo wondered. "It’s not like he’s someone we can just drop in on." 
 
    Lorian mused, "Starting with Jurelli seems logical. It’s in proximity to Hrellflan, so it isn’t a major detour." 
 
    In reality, Grant's ability to [Travel] between islands and his [Realm Traveller] skill made these journeys feasible. He could’ve opted for the [Tour Guide] skill to include companions, but his capacity was limited. 
 
    Fleta quickly said, "Hold on, I’ll return shortly," before swiftly ascending the elders' tree. 
 
    Shigeo grumbled, "This is exasperating. Our prior world had its flaws, but this... trading one tyrant for another is hardly an improvement." 
 
    Lorian sighed, "Caught between the Other and the Five, it’s hard to discern our true allies. Sometimes, blending in and letting those with expertise handle things seems wisest." 
 
    Grace chimed in, "If you head that way, Thale's deep waters await." 
 
    "Indeed," Greenhair responded. "Even if one doesn't wield a sword, they can still fall to it. If you're against both the Other and the Five, replace them. But if you're powerless, then you're left with no choice but to yield to the Other, as the Five are clearly defeated." 
 
    Greenhair's words rang true, but they were truths none of the humans wanted to dwell on. 
 
    "We're heading to Jurelli, especially since the cryptic voice in my mind forgot the directions. Greenhair's suggestion to split was spot on. Lana, Grace, and Greenhair, if you'd rather not join, we can leave you somewhere along the route." 
 
    "Do I not have a say?" quipped Shigeo. 
 
    "You do, but I already know your answer." 
 
    "I'm in," Lana stated. "Your family saved me; I won't abandon you now." 
 
    "I feel the same. I’m surprised you considered leaving Shigeo behind but not me," Grace interjected. 
 
    "I'm curious about this unfolding conflict," Greenhair admitted. "I’m with you." 
 
    Lorian grinned, "Thank you all." 
 
    Hidden above, Fleta listened keenly to the exchange below. She made a mental note to remind Lorian she had a choice too. Perched atop a lehibe, her view was vast, but the landscape was altered. Yet, her memory of the islands' previous locations helped her orient. She quickly scaled down. 
 
    "We've got three islands to traverse," she remembered aloud. 
 
    "Can't wait. Let's move!" 
 
    "One's the Isle of Mist." 
 
    "We could detour?" 
 
    "Scared of some creatures, but eager to meet Grungle and Gaia face-to-face?" 
 
    Reflecting, Lorian realized the incongruence. The Isle of Mist was known, infamous even. Meanwhile, the Five seemed distant, almost mythic. This made them less daunting. 
 
    "Alright. We're heading into the mist." 
 
    With potions of flight, the group took off. Fleta led, bounding from tree to tree, with Lorian and the rest trailing. Lana reveled in the flight, Shigeo was ever watchful, and Grace glided gracefully. Greenhair looked back longingly, reflecting on his estranged homeland. 
 
    Lana hugged him, trying to console. Lorian, ever curious, broke the silence, "So, are you two...?" 
 
    Lana quickly pushed away, flustered. 
 
    "Is that slang for dating?" Greenhair inquired, genuinely clueless. "I'm not sure of our status. Lana was guiding me about human..." 
 
    "NO! We're just close friends," Lana exclaimed, blushing. 
 
    Greenhair started to speak but hesitated, realizing Lana's discomfort. 
 
    "Looks like Greenhair's learning," Lorian remarked, impressed. 
 
    "A romantic spark amidst us?" Shigeo teased, winking. "How about trying out some... airborne fun, Fleta?" 
 
    In response, Fleta 'missed' a step. The group felt the jerk of the rope; everyone except Shigeo who collided with a tree. 
 
    Lorian chuckled as they transitioned from elven woods to a sandy cliff. Fleta swiftly climbed it and soon, they found themselves in a vast meadow, pushing forward with newfound vigor. 
 
    Humans predominantly settled on the islands, so it wasn't a shocker to see their presence here. They journeyed past agricultural fields and occasionally through a village, noticing scarcely any residents outside. It seemed the majority had sought shelter. But this couldn't last; everyone has to get back to their daily routines at some point. They need sustenance and work, though they could hold off for a day or two. 
 
    In under thirty minutes, a thick mist began to engulf the horizon. 
 
    "That doesn't look welcoming," Lorian commented. 
 
    "Quite unsettling," Shigeo concurred. 
 
    "We shouldn't be here yet," Fleta interjected, halting her steps. "The island's end is still further away." 
 
    Yet even as they stopped, the encroaching fog didn't. It crept ever closer. 
 
    "Cursed!" exclaimed Shigeo. "It's expanding." 
 
    As the mist enveloped them, daylight dimmed to a faint shimmer. And then, faint murmurs echoed around them. 
 
    

  

 
  
   **Chapter 30: Into the Misty Abyss** 
 
      
 
    "Drop the flight potions and gather around!" Fleta commanded. Taking cues from her, the team formed a formation: Fleta and Shigeo took the lead, Lorian and Grace guarded the rear, while Lana and Greenhair occupied the center.  
 
      
 
    The fog grew denser, swallowing the sunlight and making it almost impossible for them to see their own steps. 
 
      
 
    "Moving fast is out of the question," Lorian remarked. "One misstep and we could plunge off a cliff." 
 
      
 
    Shigeo countered, "It might be faster to bypass this, but we can't. This fog's rapid growth isn't natural. If left unchecked, its expanse could be limitless. We need to act if we want to keep Sanctuary safe." 
 
      
 
    Relying on her heightened senses, Fleta announced, "I can navigate through this." 
 
      
 
    Lana, her voice tinged with unease, asked, "Anyone else hearing those unsettling whispers?" 
 
      
 
    "They're telepathic scans," Fleta explained. "I believe they're connected to the fog, likely emanating from a creature." 
 
      
 
    Greenhair queried, "So, it's aware of our presence?" 
 
      
 
    "Undoubtedly," Fleta replied, "But that gives us a focal point to strike and hopefully clear the fog." 
 
      
 
    Lorian voiced his discomfort, "It's increasingly difficult to breathe. The air feels... heavy." 
 
      
 
    Shigeo replied, "It's the monster's malignant magic at play. It's best you familiarize yourself with it. My instincts tell me it won't harm us directly." 
 
      
 
    Drawing up a strategy, Fleta advised, "The fog and psychic signals indicate a plan to split us up. Reattach the ropes. Lorian to Lana, then Shigeo. Grace connects with Greenhair, then to Shigeo. I'll link with Shigeo and cut my rope if needed." 
 
      
 
    Acting swiftly, they fortified their positions, moving deeper into the enveloping mist, experiencing moments when the fog would momentarily separate them. The faint whispers would grow loud occasionally, which both Fleta and Shigeo identified as hypnotic attempts to ensnare them. Fortunately, their magical gear deflected these mental incursions. 
 
      
 
    Shigeo's grin revealed confidence in their role as the hunters. 
 
      
 
    Drawing her blades, Fleta alerted, "Creatures approach. Many, at least fifty. Multi-legged. Perhaps spiders?" 
 
      
 
    Shigeo groaned, unsheathing his weapon in response, "Not spiders, please." 
 
      
 
    To their dismay, monstrous spiders emerged. Towering a meter high, their hairy bodies and massive fangs dripped with venomous saliva. The most telling sign of their malevolent nature was the life-draining black mist they emitted. 
 
      
 
    The team engaged in combat. Lorian opted for a dagger, Lana wielded her durable hammer, and Greenhair, unable to use his bow in this setting, resorted to a blade. Their enhanced abilities compensated for their unfamiliarity with these weapons. Grace's mere presence seemed to turn the spiders against each other. 
 
      
 
    Fleta cautioned, "Avoid contact with their blood!" but it was evident to the group that the spider's blood was as deadly as their steps. 
 
      
 
    In a matter of minutes, Fleta had dispatched most foes. The aftermath unveiled a chilling sight – a circle of withering grass, surrounded by the corpses of the creatures. 
 
      
 
    "Cursed spiders," muttered Shigeo. 
 
      
 
    Greenhair asked, "Such an aversion to spiders?" 
 
      
 
    Shigeo clarified, "Not just any spiders. These are Melltirryn or Cursed Spiders. Their existence is a blight on the land, and their death releases an even stronger curse. This place won't rejuvenate unless purified, traditionally by a priestess of Gaia." 
 
      
 
    Contemplating, Fleta said, "This could be an advanced Melltirryn variant using the fog and telepathy as a trap." 
 
      
 
    Monsters, if left unchecked, would breed and evolve, often leading to deadlier variations. If such a creature grew too powerful, exterminating it would require someone like Valerie Spiratine, known for her expertise in such matters.  
 
      
 
    Fleta's voice cut through the group's contemplations, "Let's keep moving forward." 
 
    The team quickly arrived at the dividing line between their current island and the Isle of Mist. Instead of golden shores, the beach was blanketed with ashen sand. Lifeless rocks and barren dirt stretched beyond it, devoid of even the remnants of vegetation. The mist grew darker and thicker, and every inhalation felt piercingly cold. 
 
      
 
    "This island's been cursed for ages," Lorian remarked with a sigh. 
 
      
 
    "Seems that way. Those arachnids probably called this place home for a while. Maybe seeking the heart of this island isn't our best plan," responded another. 
 
      
 
    "Actually, it's precisely what we should do," Lorian insisted. "Now that we're back in our world, monsters like those will become the norm. It's only a matter of time before locals notice our land's reappearance." 
 
      
 
    Despite facing more ambushes by the melltirryn creatures, they persevered. The faint whispers grew clearer, signifying the central entity’s increasing interest in them. 
 
      
 
    "Approaching fast, two o'clock! It's massive!" Fleta cried, prompting everyone to prepare for battle. 
 
      
 
    The footfalls of the approaching creature resonated deeply, growing louder. From the mist, a colossal shadow emerged, standing three to four meters tall. 
 
      
 
    "Just our luck. A gargantuan spider," Shigeo murmured, unleashing a force blade that cleanly split the creature in two. The slain creature’s momentum was undeterred, causing him to plant his shield firmly and employ a defense mechanism. The creature’s halves slammed into the barrier, splattering dark ichor around. 
 
      
 
    "I thought that was going to be—" 
 
      
 
    "Quiet!" Shigeo interrupted Lorian. "No self-respecting adventurer ever says that! It's a jinx." 
 
      
 
    "The monsters will definitely hear you over me," Lorian replied, referencing the loudness of Shigeo's attack. 
 
      
 
    Typically, adventurers would rather face numerous weaker foes than one overpowering one. However, the strength difference here seemed negligible, making the larger monster a more appealing target. 
 
      
 
    But as they regained their pace, Fleta signaled caution. "Multiple big ones approaching." 
 
      
 
    With monsters attacking from every direction, the team was on high alert. These creatures lacked the hair of their predecessors and instead sported a sleek, oily exoskeleton. As they advanced, a black fog cascaded from their maws, shrouding the adventurers. 
 
      
 
    Lorian narrowly evaded a lancing appendage and, in doing so, yanked Lana with him. Apologizing, he retaliated by slicing the creature's leg. Grace yelled, "I can hinder them, not command them!" Fleta moved silently, dispatching the spiders with lethal precision. Shigeo shielded his allies, while Greenhair, Lana, and Lorian fought fiercely. 
 
      
 
    Mid-battle, Lorian noticed the peculiar silence. Realizing he’d been separated from the group, he called out to them, but to no avail. Though his gear shielded him from the spiders’ toxins, his true concern was sustenance and shelter. Without them, fatigue would render him vulnerable. 
 
      
 
    He decisively continued forward, suspecting a trap but resolved to confront it. 
 
      
 
    In separate locations, his five companions reached similar conclusions. And at the island’s core, amid an impenetrable blackness, a gargantuan shadow sneered at the audacious intruders. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 31: The Unexpected Triumph 
 
      
 
    The creature existed without a title. To both itself and its species, names were foreign concepts. Few had ever witnessed it; those who had were too consumed by terror to christen it. 
 
      
 
    Its age was a mystery. Once its dominance was undisputed, the passage of time became meaningless. Early memories were painted in the hues of fear, violence, and an insatiable hunger. Initially, it feasted on succulent beings, but they dwindled quickly, replaced by defiant, distasteful adversaries. 
 
      
 
    Yet, its drive to consume never waned. While it occasionally bore injuries, the chase persisted. Time moved, and soon all life, including its monstrous kin, vanished from the island. What remained was desolation. 
 
      
 
    Finding nothing but the sea surrounding it, the creature's hunger grew unbearable. In a dark moment of despair, it mutilated itself, devouring its limbs, aiming to quell its appetite. Temporarily, it might have succeeded, but the void resurfaced. The beast became a spirit, sustained by malice and will. 
 
      
 
    It shrouded itself in the abyss, drawing sustenance from light, and spread its malicious aura, draining life. However, the island was lifeless. Only the celestial lights provided a fraction of nourishment. But solitude wouldn't last. 
 
      
 
    Metal-encased creatures appeared. The beast effortlessly drained them. Then, a luminous entity, wielding a flame opposing the creature's obsidian essence, emerged. The beast felt genuine dread. In response, it manifested shadowy incarnations of its former self, overwhelming the blazing entity. The creature indulged, finding the entity an endless source of exquisite sustenance. 
 
      
 
    However, the creature soon fell into a deep slumber. 
 
      
 
    The radiant being, mentally shattered by the ordeal, escaped. The creature's peace was occasionally shattered by adventurers seeking fame, but it craved that unique taste from before. As the celestial lights dimmed, changes occurred in the world. A new radiant source emerged, but it wasn't nourishing. 
 
      
 
    With the seas gone, the creature felt empowered and started consuming anew. Now, six new beings had ventured into its realm. The creature anticipated their taste, wondering if they'd regenerate like its previous feast. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lorian's anxiety intensified. He couldn't even glimpse his feet. Ambushes were frequent, though he remained unscathed. Using mana, he fortified his attire to fend off attacks. With each wave, the adversaries grew fiercer. Not a combatant by nature, Lorian hoped Fleta or Shigeo would vanquish this terror. He recalled tales from two renowned adventurers he lived with and prayed for their safety. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Grace, amidst a multitude of melltirryn, employed her [Beast Tamer] skills, bolstering her allies and weakening the foes. They were outnumbered but persisted. She refrained from direct combat, hoping to use her [Unbreakable Bond] to control any evolving creature. 
 
    After battling for its life in seven intense encounters, the creature dug into the carcass of its latest prey, growing at an alarming rate. As it expanded, the carcass ruptured, making way for the thriving creature.   
 
    Grace grinned, focusing her energy to ensure its survival. She could resurrect it, but it would take a day. She envisioned an entire legion of such beings, much sooner than that. 
 
      
 
    --- 
 
      
 
    Lana, choosing to rest, settled on the rugged ground. She believed in the others to manage the fight. Her only task? Survival.   
 
    Giant spiders, of varied sizes, relentlessly attacked her makeshift shelter, to no avail. Her [Smithing] skill acknowledged the larger spiders' chitin as a crafting resource. Using available tools, she transformed it into sturdy barriers. Enhanced by her [Runic Engraving], the shelter was impregnable. 
 
      
 
    --- 
 
      
 
    Dashing through the thick fog, Fleta and Shigeo relied on their expertise, ensuring the cursed blood didn't snap their tether. They hoped to neutralize the looming menace before any harm befell their comrades, but their prospects seemed grim.   
 
    "We're trapped in a loop," observed Fleta, noticing a mark she had etched into the ground earlier.   
 
    Shigeo, frustrated, responded, "This needs to end. We're being played with, and it won't cease until we're exhausted."   
 
    Fleta added, "This mist... feels sentient."   
 
    "What if we disperse it?"   
 
    Considering the idea, Fleta just shrugged, while Shigeo's blade began emanating a bright glow.   
 
    Suddenly, the fog retreated. "I didn’t even unleash my skill yet!" Shigeo exclaimed, the sunlight now bathing them. 
 
      
 
    --- 
 
      
 
    From a vantage point high above, Greenhair hovered over the mist. Although not everyone had flying potions, he had a personal stash, and with [Permanency], he remained airborne. Yet, the lack of water in mid-air presented a real challenge.   
 
    In hindsight, Fleta's decision to dispel their flying abilities seemed flawed. They could've scoured the island from the sky. However, the malevolent fog had a mind of its own, making navigation tricky. Greenhair had to rely entirely on his potion to navigate above the mist.   
 
    He identified a dark epicenter in the mist, accessible only if the fog allowed. As the sole member capable of approaching it independently, he ventured forth. The journey was sluggish, but the setting sun marked his arrival. Contemplating his next move, he considered his potion collection.   
 
    Monsters here tainted the very ground they tread upon, rendering Greenhair’s poisons useless. They were probably immune. He required flames to purge the fog, light to vanquish darkness, and blessings to cleanse the curses. Sacred water was reserved for the clergy, but he could produce fire. Mixing rerckitten blood with Brenhin-Tân's fiery ashes, he crafted an inferno potion, unsure of its potency but hoping for the best.   
 
    Adding [Permanency] meant everlasting flames.   
 
    He unleashed the potion, which ignited upon contacting the dark entity below. The shadows resisted the flames, attempting to stifle them, even reaching for Greenhair, who remained out of reach. The mist thickened, trying to quench the flames, but the fire persisted.   
 
    To Greenhair’s surprise, the darkness itself was the foe, a formless entity vulnerable to fire.   
 
    When the flames finally died down, the darkness had vanished. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 32: When Dusk Descends 
 
      
 
    In a swift motion, Lorian dodged a vicious bite from a colossal arachnid, seizing the moment to strike down its smaller kin scuttling at its feet. His muscles screamed from exhaustion, and while his skin was marred with bruises, his armor remained intact, preventing any fatal venomous injections. 
 
      
 
    The massive spider, sensing an opening, readied itself for a deadly strike, but wavered unexpectedly. Lorian quickly retreated, getting a moment's reprieve as the creature disappeared into the enveloping mist. However, the moment was short-lived.  
 
      
 
    But something was different. The once thick mist began to dissipate. Glancing around, Lorian noted it wasn’t just disappearing, it was being actively drawn away. Grateful to either Shigeo or Fleta for eliminating the root cause, he refocused on the behemoth spider, delivering a lethal thrust as it lunged at him. 
 
      
 
    Soon after, the fog lifted entirely, uncovering a vast expanse of desolate stone scattered with the remains of vanquished foes. The remaining monsters were engrossed, savagely consuming the dead. Some even turned on their kin in a frenzied battle for the spoils. 
 
      
 
    This behavior was unprecedented. In past encounters, the monsters relentlessly pursued Lorian, devoid of any infighting or interest in their deceased brethren. The source of the mist likely also influenced their behavior. 
 
      
 
    Seeking his comrades, Lorian ascended a fallen beast to survey the area. Spotting an odd cubic structure in the distance, he approached with hope. The peculiar structure, crafted from interlocked monster parts, had to be a shelter. 
 
      
 
    "Is Lana inside?" Lorian shouted, recalling a memory of her dormant form blocking their doorstep. 
 
      
 
    From within came a muffled sound, prompting Lorian to exclaim, "Were you sleeping through all that?!" 
 
      
 
    Emerging, Lana replied with a groggy, "What happened? The fog's gone. What about everyone else?" 
 
      
 
    As they spoke, a rhythmic thudding heralded the approach of a platoon of spiders. Yet atop one, unmistakably, was Grace. 
 
      
 
    Lana quipped, "Grace tamed a giant? I didn’t think she had it in her!" 
 
      
 
    As Grace's arachnid battalion closed in, she greeted, "Need a ride? Or perhaps directions to the lone bird in the sky?" 
 
      
 
    Eyeing the vast horizon, Lorian spotted a single speck. Dismissing the idea of it being a bird, he surmised it had to be someone they knew. "To Greenhair, then!" 
 
      
 
    Soon enough, the group found themselves reunited with Fleta, Shigeo, and the airborne Greenhair. Their joyous reunion was marked by relief and laughter, especially when Lorian realized he was the only one who had faced significant challenges in their recent ordeal. 
 
    Here's a rewritten version of the given passage with the same meaning but in a different style: 
 
      
 
    Lorian sighed, feeling overwhelmed. "Seems I'm out of my depth here." His gaze shifted to Shigeo who was nervously scratching his neck, a habit he recognized from their dragon-slaying days. "What’s eating you?" 
 
      
 
    "We didn't do the deed," Fleta declared. "I'm as clueless as you." 
 
      
 
    "Allow me to illuminate," Greenhair interjected. "I pinpointed the creature causing the fog and doused it with an inferno potion. It didn't stand a chance." 
 
      
 
    Lorian blinked in disbelief. "So, we all failed, didn't we?" 
 
      
 
    Greenhair offered a different perspective. "Your lineage enabled my powers and brought me here. If Shigeo used a sword, not his fists, would you deem that a letdown too?" Lorian pondered. Greenhair had a point, but shouldn’t some credit go to the one who forged the sword? 
 
      
 
    "Debate aside, we need to move. We've got a ride," Lorian proposed. 
 
      
 
    "But monsters remain," Fleta contested. "There's a likelihood another evolves if we depart." 
 
      
 
    "We can't exterminate them all," Lorian noted. "We’d be at it forever." 
 
      
 
    Reluctantly, Fleta agreed. The team climbed atop Grace’s spiders, yet as they headed towards Jurelli, they realized the creatures emitted a black mist. 
 
      
 
    "These can't enter a populated area," Shigeo remarked. "We must kill them on reaching civilization." 
 
      
 
    Grace sighed, stroking her spider. "Wish I had chosen the ability to make bound creatures harmless. But then, I wouldn't have been able to manage these in the first place." 
 
      
 
    Their journey was mostly unhindered except by monsters, which Fleta efficiently dispatched. When they reached the mainland, they discovered not all victims were beasts. 
 
      
 
    Fleta, examining a desiccated hunter, said, "This wasn’t done by a regular monster. Maybe it’s the fog." 
 
      
 
    "We’d have sensed danger at the fog's edge," Lorian commented. 
 
      
 
    "Would we?" Shigeo’s doubt was palpable.  
 
      
 
    They continued, finding villages ravaged by the mysterious fog. Stepping on a grassy patch, Lorian asked, "Which island is this?" 
 
      
 
    "The smaller one by the Isle of Mist," Fleta replied. "Mostly agriculture. They've never really had monster issues." 
 
      
 
    "But they should’ve prepared for such invasions," Shigeo observed. 
 
      
 
    Lorian defended, "No one was trained for the Other's attack." 
 
      
 
    "Monsters don’t play fair," Shigeo retorted. 
 
      
 
    The sun began setting. Greenhair, looking up, remarked, "As that light diminishes, it will be replaced by 'that'." 
 
      
 
    Lorian responded, "Just because it's unseen doesn't mean it's gone." He felt an eerie presence from above. 
 
      
 
    By nightfall, they found deserted villages, evidence of evacuations. They took shelter, and as darkness enveloped them, Arach-achanol graced the skies once more. 
 
    Lorian felt a deep sense of pressure as multiple eyes focused on him from above, each gaze heavy with an unspoken message. Massive tendrils, powerful enough to pull islands from their foundations, danced across the horizon. Yet, this colossal entity seemed indifferent to the humans who fell victim to the Isle of Mist's creatures, even though eradicating the island would have been as easy as a mere twitch of its finger for it.  
 
    What could have possibly compelled the Five to seek favor and power from such an unfeeling, aloof creature? 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 33: A Glimpse of the Puppet Master 
 
      
 
    Crossing expanses of forgotten farmland, the adventurers finally approached Jurelli's edges. What confronted them was a hastily constructed barrier rising from the beach sand—clearly the handiwork of a mage hastily reshaping the environment. While it might have the resilience of mere sandstone, the sheer speed at which the barrier had been erected was a testament to the mage's prowess. 
 
      
 
    Yet, this wall wouldn't stop flying creatures, those capable of burrowing or massive beings that could simply stride over its modest height. Nor could it hold back a formless, soul-draining mist. 
 
      
 
    Nearby, a throng of villagers gathered around a possible gateway, all eager to find refuge behind the wall. Given the recent calamity caused by the Isle of Mist and the consequent loss of their warriors to the ravenous fog, their panic was justifiable. Still, in their desperate rush for safety, who would tend to their crops? This could be a prelude to a larger catastrophe. 
 
      
 
    Shigeo, being himself, bypassed the entrance altogether, soaring over the barrier. His comrades trailed after him, although Lana exhibited a hint of guilt about their intrusion. 
 
      
 
    "Stop right there!" A group of guards sprinted toward them. 
 
      
 
    Lana whispered, "Should we have done that?" 
 
      
 
    Lorian retorted, "We've been targeted by a whole crusade. What more can happen in Jurelli?" 
 
      
 
    Eavesdropping, the guards reacted, their expressions betraying recognition and apprehension. Their captain, with a trembling voice, ordered, "Raise your hands!" even as they readied their weapons. 
 
      
 
    Shigeo coolly replied, "How about no?" 
 
      
 
    Greenhair added a warning, "Challenging this group never ends well, from what I've seen." 
 
      
 
    Confused, Lorian recalled Greenhair's earlier tales of elvish guards' unwavering commitment. Maybe Greenhair's perception was evolving? 
 
      
 
    However, before tensions could escalate further, Fleta stepped in, incapacitating the guards. "Lorian, why agitate them?" she questioned. 
 
      
 
    Caught off guard, Lorian realized he'd begun to see these guards, and perhaps others, as insignificant. It was a dangerous perspective, especially given his recent experiences. The might he and his friends wielded, especially after triumphing against the crusade, might make mere human guards seem inconsequential. Still, he voiced an apology. 
 
      
 
    Resuming their journey, the group, now in the city's southern part, aimed for Grungle's grand cathedral in the northwest. The city's protective walls and the refugee camp beyond appeared unthreatening. Due to their swift movement, they went mostly unnoticed, quickly reaching the port city. 
 
      
 
    The towering cathedral, dominating the city's skyline, beckoned them. Lorian wondered aloud if they should stand in line this time, considering the lack of guards and people around. 
 
      
 
    Fleta cautioned, "These walls have protective spells. Shigeo could break them, but that would draw attention." 
 
      
 
    Listening, Lorian realized Fleta's perception might be shifting too. Describing a potential clash with the city's guard as a mere 'annoyance' showed a change in her. 
 
      
 
    While waiting in line, Lorian pondered the Five's motives for wanting him dead. He might be powerful, but not world-threatening. However, Fleta, Shigeo, and potentially Greenhair were. If they were bolstered by artifacts that could instantly max out one's level, combined with others like Ariana choosing their roles and abilities, the consequences could be cataclysmic. Could a mage affect the entire world? Would a top-tier beast master control even deities? If Grace could control humans, might she be controlling the Five? 
 
      
 
    This was a game of power, and they were merely pawns. 
 
    As the thoughts churned in his mind, they soon found themselves at the entrance of the city, granted passage without a hitch. Moments later, they stood awestruck in front of Grungle's temple's imposing marble gates. The intricate detailing of the temple spoke volumes about the craftsmanship of its makers.  
 
    Shigeo, undeterred by the closed gates, knocked with vigor. The sturdy doors, a tribute to the craftsmen's genius, held strong. 
 
    A voice grumbled from within, "Hold on, hold on! I'm on my way!" 
 
    With a smooth motion, the doors parted, revealing a disheveled priest stained with ink. "So? Coming in, or are you just going to stand there and stare?" 
 
    Fleta remarked, "For someone who sounds like he was expecting us, your welcome is a tad underwhelming." 
 
    The priest gestured outside, "Why? Should I scold you for all that chaos? Blaming you would be hypocritical, especially since Grungle pushed you towards it. But just so you know, most of our priests are out handling the aftermath. So, sorry for the unceremonious greeting. Normally, there'd be an official welcome in the main hall." 
 
    Listening selectively, Lorian focused on the crux. "Grungle made us do it?" 
 
    The priest responded sarcastically, "Is that head just for decoration? Did you think everything was mere coincidence? The wind, the storms, the timely grant of classes. The whispers in Sanctuary about dragon slayers." 
 
    Lorian mulled over it. He'd always known divine intervention was behind Greenhair's journey to Hrellflan, primarily to grant Lorian access to elvish knowledge. The realization dawned that Grungle might have played a hand in the dragon targeting his parents. The clues were there, with the dragon already knowing its victims. It was infuriating to realize how much they were pawns in a grander scheme. 
 
    He pondered on his own destiny and choices. Were they merely because Grungle deemed him right for the time? Grungle, who welcomed the Other to the ceremony, was controlling everything. What if the dragon had acted differently? What if his reactions had been different? Would he have still achieved what he did? Or would Grungle have moved on to another suitable candidate? 
 
    Entering the main hall, they were greeted by a grand statue of Grungle the Maker, depicted as a muscular man with a golden crown. One hand wielded a hammer, the other, a needle. An odd combination that seemed out of place.  
 
    Lorian queried, "So, what's next?" 
 
    "Grungle opens the gateway to his world," the priest murmured as the statue illuminated. 
 
    The vast cathedral underwent a metamorphosis. Benches transformed into anvils, windows into weapon racks, and the hall's front erupted into flames, reshaping into a grand furnace. Lorian expressed his admiration, while Lana critiqued its practicality. 
 
    Grungle the Maker, nonchalantly seated on an anvil, interjected, "True craftsmanship is behind closed doors. This is just for show." 
 
    Facing one of the Five had always been a speculative thought for Lorian. But now, confronted by the deity, his reaction was instinctive. He approached the god and landed a punch on his face. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 34: Echoes of History 
 
      
 
    "Rude," Grungle remarked, unmoving from his spot. 
 
    Lorian, nursing his knuckles, said, "It would've felt better if it had any effect." He was silently thanking the regeneration skill he'd chosen earlier. Even faux deities had resilient features, evidenced by his injured hand from the punch. 
 
    Grungle's laugh rumbled, reminiscent of a sound Shigeo might make. Lorian mentally noted it as 'curiously odd'. Given the Five's recent actions, it was unexpected for one of them to simply laugh off an assault. 
 
    The rest of the group stood in silence, conflicted between reprimanding Lorian and acknowledging their likely covert mission. 
 
    Grungle began, "You must be curious about the events from half a millennium ago. In essence, humans were at the bottom, vulnerable to every creature out there. Elves found solace in the woods, dwarfs sought refuge below ground, and orcs embraced the chaos, indifferent to their losses. Humans, though, were versatile but never the best in any domain. We tried fortifications, but they failed. Life was grim." 
 
    "That's consistent with Grant's tale," Lorian pointed out. 
 
    Grungle chuckled, "Ah, the [Tourist]. His class was unique, and the way he utilized it left a deep impression on me. Quite the innovator." 
 
    "But you assigned him that class, right?" 
 
    Grungle's dismissive snort followed. "Classes are curious. We didn’t select from a menu. Seeking help from the Other, five of us—considered the human elite, though it wasn't much back then—asked for a way to balance the odds. Unexpectedly, the Other responded, endowing us with the inaugural classes and the capability to share them. I became [The Maker]. So we traveled, sharing our newfound gifts, transforming vulnerable children into formidable warriors and mages. Hope bloomed briefly until we understood our augmented status. No longer were we just pests or food; we had become an exciting challenge. Powerful beings, like dragons and demons, now sought us for sport. Regions we visited became targets, their inhabitants eliminated before even recognizing their potential." 
 
    His grip tightened, crushing an anvil, illustrating his simmering rage. 
 
    Grungle continued, "We aimed to provide a sanctuary, a dream realm to train and adapt to our newfound strengths. But time extended far beyond our projections. While we intended it as a temporary refuge, it became clear that the rest had other plans—to remain in this dream realm, lording over it." 
 
    He scoffed disdainfully, "An indefinite stay was impossible. The Other would've eventually intruded or Brenhin-Tân would've assembled enough forces. Moreover, the dwarfs won't likely forget our annexation of their territory and their subsequent relocation." 
 
    Lorian, overwhelmed, fired the most pressing query. "So, the annihilation of the tier-one craftsmen was because they were succeeding, and not posing a threat? Their success would’ve fortified humanity, and you’d lose your lofty positions?" 
 
    Grungle simply said, "Correct. No one can guard everyone, but empowerment is possible. Unlike classes, your creations don't start at square one. Imagine all humans as formidable as dragons, rapidly advancing, impervious to monsters." 
 
    Fleta intervened, "What's next then?" 
 
    Grungle replied, "I wish you’d spread your magic-fueled items. Once humanity re-emerges, monsters will multiply and become more powerful. You’ll face adversaries everywhere. Time is of the essence." 
 
    Fleta clarified, "I meant immediately." 
 
    Grungle sighed, "Regarding the Other’s command for my elimination, I hoped you’d dismiss it. I can aid in defending the city while you manufacture arms." 
 
    Lorian, skeptical, retorted, "Shouldn’t you have begun already? The defenses are lacking, and a more fortified boundary would've been helpful." 
 
    "I've been expecting you," came the voice. 
 
      
 
    "Why stay in this realm, avoiding the tentacles of reality? And why not send weapons if you knew I'd come?" Lorian challenged. 
 
      
 
    Grungle's glare was icy, but Lorian noticed the subtle flinches. 
 
      
 
    "He's frightened," observed Shigeo, catching those same twitches. 
 
      
 
    Lorian cursed under his breath. "I thought you were the brave one and Gaia was scared. But it's reversed! You stopped sending weapons because you feared drawing the Other's attention, didn’t you? Unlike Gaia, you don't have Kari to mend the aftermath." 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, the facade fell. Grungle transformed from a jovial blacksmith to the powerful entity of the Five. The sheer force of his presence made Lorian instinctively retreat. 
 
      
 
    "You think I want this? That celestial monster's wrath is due to others' mistakes! If we'd remained hidden for just a few more years, it wouldn’t have noticed. Why should I suffer for their ambitions?" 
 
      
 
    The Five, including Grungle, initially believed that their created sanctuary would be beneficial. The original plan was for a temporary reprieve. Yet, over time, the memories of the real world's dangers faded. As did the fact that the Five were originally human. With each generation, their legend grew, churches were erected, and they became deified, with Grungle playing his part. 
 
      
 
    Centuries passed before the realization of their power's true nature emerged. By then, it was too late. Some took action, while Grungle naively thought he could strike a bargain with the Other. He couldn't have been more wrong. The Other valued variety and potential; humans had that potential. Grungle, however, underestimated human ingenuity. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, the wall of the forge morphed, revealing a menacing, fiery eye. Fear overtook Grungle as a tentacle burst through, seizing him and yanking him into the unknown. 
 
      
 
    As the forge fell apart, Lorian and his group were abruptly back at Grungle's statue site, now in ruins. Grungle's decision to connect his realm to bring Lorian had been his undoing. 
 
      
 
    Lorian sighed heavily, "Why does it always feel like I'm the pawn?" 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 35: The Fusion of Five 
 
      
 
    "Did you really just do that?" the priest asked, eyes wide as he gazed at the shattered statue. 
 
      
 
    "I did nothing," Lorian replied calmly. "The mere act of Grungle opening a portal gave away his hiding spot to the Other." 
 
      
 
    "But... Is there no hope left?" the priest whispered. 
 
      
 
    "There's always hope," Lorian reassured. The temptation to showcase his [Mana Weaving] ability was palpable. He could create countless amulets, each with the might to amplify experience gains exponentially. But what if the first to lay hands on them denied access to others? Would civil war erupt over such power? What if a farmer, armed with such a powerful artifact, could nourish the whole city from just one patch of land? And if so, would that exhaust the land in one swift stroke? And what if they collaborated with a Gaia priestess? 
 
      
 
    Would the blessings of priests still hold power after their deities perished? 
 
      
 
    "We must seek Gaia," Lorian declared. "After that, Hrellflan awaits our conquest." 
 
      
 
    "Conquer our homeland?" Shigeo questioned, eyebrows raised. "Why?" 
 
      
 
    Lorian took a deep breath, "It's crucial to ensure that the power of these artifacts isn't misused. If we were to equip the king, where do you think the power would ultimately lie? The items would be distributed among his allies, giving them selective advantages. The rest, especially common soldiers, would likely get nothing." 
 
      
 
    Fleta nodded, "It's a concern we've all shared. The risk of misuse is great. Maybe we should create a uniform set of gear and ensure every citizen receives one. Leveling the field seems fair." 
 
      
 
    "We'll continue discussing this en route to the high cathedral of Gaia," Lorian paused, recalling its demise, "Or any nearby temple. I'm certain we'll find something. It feels as if we're puppets in a much larger play." 
 
      
 
    The priest intervened, "Are you planning to abandon us without assistance?" 
 
      
 
    The team left the city bounds, moving north-east. To their astonishment, they stumbled upon a camp of refugees, over ten thousand strong. The once fertile land now bore makeshift homes, constructed with the expertise of skilled artisans and mages. 
 
      
 
    "Why are there so many?" Lana wondered aloud, "These aren’t just island evacuees." 
 
      
 
    It seemed they had arrived at the remains of a once-prosperous city, annihilated by a colossal force from the heavens. 
 
      
 
    "These were the city's inhabitants," Greenhair clarified. 
 
      
 
    "How did they survive such an event?" Lana pressed. 
 
      
 
    Shigeo added, "Kari must be at play." 
 
      
 
    Searching the crowd, they eventually found Kari, alongside Arial, the [Oracle of Gaia], and to their surprise, Gaia herself, looking defeated. 
 
      
 
    "My humble abode isn't much," Gaia began, hinting at the destruction of her divine realm. "I didn't want to risk the lives of others. Why I'm still alive, I don't understand. Or why these two chose to stay by my side." 
 
      
 
    Lorian was instantly drawn to Gaia's selfless nature.  
 
      
 
    "And why do I owe the pleasure of this visit?" Gaia asked the group. 
 
      
 
    Lost in thought, Lorian didn't reply immediately. The appearance of Gaia in the physical realm was perplexing. If Grungle's realm was decimated, Gaia's realm could have suffered the same fate. Why was she still untouched by the Other? The Other's intentions were still a mystery to him. 
 
    Lorian spoke cautiously, "You should understand that A̶̤̍r̸̤͠a̵̗̽c̴̖̾ḧ̷ͅ-̴̜̽ã̶͎c̷̙̊h̵͋͜a̴͓̍ń̸̼o̶̮͂l̴̢̉ has chosen to pardon you." The mere mention of the name made the room's occupants visibly tense. Still, given their elevated levels, none began to malfunction. Fortunately, Gaia didn't experience any tentacular assault despite invoking the entity, which bolstered Lorian's hypothesis. 
 
      
 
    Gaia's gaze grew intense. "For what reason? I was deeply involved just like everyone else." 
 
      
 
    "Who can say? Grasping the logic of that creature is beyond any of us," Lorian mused. Indeed, comprehending the thoughts of Arach-achanol was a challenge for human minds. But if there was an emotion driving it towards Gaia, it might have been a blend of her terror and reverence. Gaia always anticipated that the world's deity would find her someday, resigning herself to the inevitable outcome. Others sought to safeguard the bowl for their self-preservation, but Gaia's intentions were nobler: safeguarding mankind. She knew that the sanctuary's time would eventually run out, and she'd have to face dire consequences. 
 
      
 
    That moment had arrived. Gaia swiftly deployed Kari from her divine realm to support those afflicted by Arach-achanol's voice and its ensuing chaos. Gaia bestowed blessings on the entirety of human lands, hoping to provide some relief. Yet, her actions drew attention, marking her location for the Other. 
 
      
 
    Facing the inevitable, Gaia remained composed, expressing her regrets and pleading for humanity's safety as the Other's grasp tightened. Her title, [The Mother], was more than fitting. 
 
      
 
    "We must act," Gaia asserted. "The beastly creatures are on the rise, and many human defenders have perished. The dissolution of the bowl caught us off guard. People must be terrified. Can you assist me in shielding them?" 
 
      
 
    Lorian noticed his group's skepticism. While Gaia hadn't posed any direct threat, her inaction was equally concerning.  
 
      
 
    "Look," Lorian began, "Illumis, Kakkerxat, and Murill jeopardized us. You might not have actively participated, but you didn't send any warnings." 
 
      
 
    Regretfully, Gaia replied, "The initial plan was for the bowl to be a transient solution. It was effective, and when Illumis chose to stay, I decided against intervening." 
 
      
 
    Lorian wasn't entirely convinced. Gaia's admittance matched his concerns. "Well, if my life serves as collateral for humanity's safety, so be it," Gaia stated. 
 
      
 
    Greenhair, sensing an opportunity, drew his weapon, severing Gaia's neck with a swift motion. Fleta's reaction was swift but not swift enough to prevent the act. Gaia's severed head looked sorrowfully at Lorian as it descended. 
 
      
 
    Arial intercepted Kari, advising her against resurrecting Gaia. The scene was chaotic, but Lorian's voice rang out, urging them to halt. "Kari, heal her," he commanded. 
 
      
 
    Greenhair, justifying his actions, said, "I did what was necessary to establish trust. We've secured a formidable ally." 
 
      
 
    Watching Gaia's restoration, Lorian contemplated the complicated web of choices and consequences. Gaia, though indirectly involved, had allowed threats against him. Greenhair, with his unpredictable thinking, had taken a drastic step, and Lorian himself had made morally grey decisions. 
 
      
 
    Considering their collective actions and mistakes, Lorian mused, "To ensure stability, we need someone influential. Gaia seems like our best bet." 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 36: An Unexpected Conclusion 
 
      
 
    Gazing at the horizon, Lorian saw a wheat stalk rapidly rise from the ground, extending skyward. In mere moments, it towered as tall as him. A few more seconds and it would be ripe for the picking. 
 
      
 
    Curiously, the crop matured too swiftly. If the hapless [Staples Farmer] scattered many seeds simultaneously, the initial seeds would wither and decompose before the latter ones reached maturity. It was crucial to sow them sequentially. Still, it only took one successful cultivation for Lorian's level to skyrocket to one hundred. This new level granted him the ability to sow and harvest an entire field with a mere gesture. 
 
      
 
    Another bonus he received allowed for an even larger sowing area. According to Lorian's calculations, one activation of [Seed Plot] would demand an area spanning a hundred square kilometers and a whopping sixty tons of seeds. 
 
      
 
    However, the chief obstacle wasn't sourcing such a vast land. He could potentially uproot a few villages to achieve that. The real challenge was how [Harvest Plot] would deluge him with a staggering twenty-five thousand tons of wheat in a quarter of a minute. 
 
      
 
    Perhaps with time, they could find a workaround. Currently, the harvested yield was deposited at a set distance. Maybe if he stood atop a heightened platform? Or a towering pole? Regardless, it was unnecessary. Given the ample farmers they possessed, satiating Jurelli's burgeoning populace was a trivial task. Their numbers had soared as many sought refuge from neighboring disintegrated isles. The count should have been higher... 
 
      
 
    Incorporating Gaia into their squad had been an uncanny experience. Shigeo took great delight in observing the double-takes people gave them, a short delay as realization struck before they spun around in shock. Most times, these individuals ended up stumbling or colliding into objects. Lorian thought of suggesting a change in Gaia's appearance, perhaps a hairdo, but didn't wish to dampen Shigeo's amusement. 
 
      
 
    Their journey led them to the four surviving temple-cities. Utilizing the far-seeing orbs, they broadcasted a call to arms, urging everyone to seek refuge in Jurelli. Predictably, initial responses were scarce. Rulers hesitated to relinquish their dominion, and the common folk were loath to leave their native lands. Many weren't even informed due to censorship by the local authorities. 
 
      
 
    The first dragon incursion was reported a few days post-world restoration, devastating Greenrim, which had shifted to the new continent's western frontier. Their monarch ordered an immediate evacuation. Yet, others remained in denial, dismissing Greenrim's ordeal as the misadventures of simple agrarians combating dragons. 
 
      
 
    Then, an unprecedented menace emerged in Hrellflan. An enigmatic entity, assuming random metallic geometries, teleported sporadically. Merely blinking allowed this creature to transmit its metallic affliction to its victims, turning them into similar anomalous entities. The plague soon consumed Hrellisti, pushing the king to sanction a strategic withdrawal to Jurelli. 
 
      
 
    Such calamities befell other realms. From an infantile entity of the Other emerging from southern waters, to a colossal behemoth in Ergland, to a gargantuan worm underneath Gi'klet'o. The ensuing evacuations were marred by chaos, and as weeks lapsed, the once-great kingdoms faded into oblivion, leaving only Jurelli and the Wastes. 
 
      
 
    Despite their initial deprivation, the refugees soon integrated into Jurelli's society. Before admission, they underwent interviews with truth-detecting specialists to determine their intent. As expected, most aristocrats failed. 
 
      
 
    Disturbed by the distant sound of another impending dragon assault, Lorian pondered how many more such attacks awaited them. He mused about the fate of Sanctuary, and the implications if Ariana could indeed bestow classes upon dragons, given they weren't classified as monsters. Such a scenario could bring even more formidable adversaries to Jurelli's borders. 
 
      
 
    Their current strategy was expansion, annexing territories bit by bit, always striving to reclaim their continent. Lorian watched as the skilled farmers resumed their tasks post the rejuvenation ritual performed by Gaia's priestesses. The clergy from other domains remained relevant, though the belief in the Five waned, giving rise to a cult devoted to the Other. 
 
      
 
    Amidst this bustling routine, Lorian felt a lingering sense of disquiet. Even if they managed to sustain their populace, Jurelli was overcrowded. The cherished ceremony of paths had ceased, with Gaia's domain now dominating the class choices. Without new soldiers, artisans, and mages, Jurelli was racing against time. Even though ancient healers had found ways to partially reverse aging, the cycle of life and death persisted. 
 
      
 
    The looming question was, for how long could they maintain this delicate balance? 
 
    In the upcoming days, Fleta would spearhead an expedition to Sanctuary, with hopes of uncovering its fate and locating Ariana. If fortune favored her, she would prevail. However, if not... The day would dawn when mankind would lean on real farmers rather than [Farmers]. The time when, without the Other's bestowed might, they'd face dragons. 
 
      
 
    "Rely. Craft. Construct. Evolve." 
 
      
 
    With such words coming from the entity made of tentacles and countless eyes, Lorian felt a surge of optimism. The vision the Other saw, wherein unclassified humans resisted foes as formidable as Brenhin-Tân, was beyond Lorian's comprehension. But he was adept at evolving. Perhaps, in his twilight years, he might craft gear not bound to a person via [Loyal Equipment]. Although without advantages to amplify, their impact would be diminished. Lorian sensed the Other hinting at a deeper revelation. 
 
      
 
    In their early days of mass cultivation, a mishap resulted in the loss of a barn. The mage involved adamantly professed he'd ignited only a minuscule flame to swat a bug. Inexplicably, it caused a massive explosion. Their protective gear saved them, and rebuilding wasn't a major hassle. A mere few hours of crop yield was sacrificed. 
 
      
 
    Seasoned farmers, upon hearing the tale, acknowledged it, recalling their own experiences of similar calamities. As per their wisdom, one should never ignite a flame in a dust-laden barn. 
 
      
 
    To many, this was common knowledge. However, neither the mage nor Lorian was privy to this wisdom. Enlightened now, Lorian pondered. If a dragon were engulfed in a cloud of grain dust followed by igniting a spark, would it be decimated without using any skills? Typically, people avoided causing destruction. But what if they aimed to maximize the blast? 
 
      
 
    What other feats were replicable? Accelerating the growth of a wheat stalk in mere moments was beyond mere fertilizer. Maybe a device like [Seed Plot] was conceivable? A mechanism that allows seeds to be dispersed evenly? Perhaps a scythe that simultaneously harvested and collected? 
 
      
 
    The Other had emphasized, "Innovate". The challenge was daunting, but they had a window before their borrowed might waned. Though the University of Illuganasis was buried in the Wastes, along with other kingdom's institutions, many scholars were present. Once Jurelli stabilized and the influx of refugees ebbed, Lorian would motivate them towards innovation. 
 
      
 
    Note: 
 
      
 
    Wrapping up the main narrative. Coming next is a hypothetical side-tale from an alternate timeline where Lorian accepted the Other's proposition in chapter 2. This variant is yet to be completed. By week's end, synchronization with royalroad will be achieved, followed by weekly chapter releases. 
 
      
 
    Clear text version: 
 
      
 
    Your inherent strength was always sufficient. Vital. Indispensable. Stand alone. Educate yourself. Progress autonomously. Design. Innovate. Adjust. Evolve. 
 
    

  

 
  
    In anticipation of the likely eavesdropping abilities of those on the stage, Lorian strategically positioned himself between them and his parents, displaying all ten fingers. 
 
    Fleta remarked, "This is intriguing." 
 
    "They wouldn't dare challenge you," Shigeo said confidently, a wide grin on his face. "Trust in that. They won't jeopardize their standing with you." 
 
    Concurring, Fleta said, "They might retaliate, but only after you're gone." 
 
    Shigeo, beaming, quipped, "Our island could do with fewer nobles anyway." 
 
    Feeling more at ease, Lorian shifted from the barrier's edge and got in line for appraisal. He was now at the tail end due to his brief hesitation, which provided him with a chance to reflect. 
 
    The audience's impatience became evident, especially as they hoped he'd skip the line. The most agitated among them was a portly noble youth, red in the face. "What's your game? Respect my time and move it!" he fumed. 
 
    Lorian opted to ignore him. 
 
    Yet, he couldn't suppress a smile seeing the irritation on the faces of others in line. This noble's tantrum over not skipping ahead was surely not endearing him to the crowd. 
 
    The disgruntled noble now directed his anger at the guards. With them occupied, Lorian revisited his status. Which skills were safe to use in a packed space? [Truthseeker] reminded him of Gaia's prayers that forced truthful responses. He'd unveil it when his turn came. Being at level one but tier ten, and considering the noble's evident lack of restraint, there was a chance it'd be effective. Lorian already had a list of probing questions in mind. 
 
    [Divine Punishment] was off the table. It might wreak havoc, punishing based on the esoteric judgement of the otherworldly entity, rather than Lorian's morals. He didn't desire to be feared for causing a catastrophe. 
 
    [Gate] seemed promising, perhaps a teleportation skill. But with gates typically allowing passage both ways and uncertainty about controlling its destination, testing it here amidst innocents was a gamble. 
 
    [Itinerant Eyes] seemed harmless based on its name. If it did result in any bizarre outcome, like his eyes detaching, at least a priest of Gaia was within reach. In anticipation of the likely eavesdropping abilities of those on the stage, Lorian strategically positioned himself between them and his parents, displaying all ten fingers. 
 
    Fleta remarked, "This is intriguing." 
 
    "They wouldn't dare challenge you," Shigeo said confidently, a wide grin on his face. "Trust in that. They won't jeopardize their standing with you." 
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    The audience's impatience became evident, especially as they hoped he'd skip the line. The most agitated among them was a portly noble youth, red in the face. "What's your game? Respect my time and move it!" he fumed. 
 
    Lorian opted to ignore him. 
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   The Return of Lorian(1) 
 
    the exit, I’m guessing you’re not thrilled with the results," remarked Asa, Lorian's mother. Her eyes held a mix of concern and curiosity.  
 
      
 
    Lorian sighed, glancing up at the sky momentarily before looking back at his parents. "It's not bad, it's... different. Not what I expected, not by a long shot." 
 
      
 
    Shigeo frowned, reaching out and putting a comforting hand on his son's shoulder. "Want to talk about it?" 
 
      
 
    "Just... give me a minute." Lorian closed his eyes, taking a deep breath as he tried to process the whirlwind of events that had occurred. The whispers of the Other, the gaze of the blood-red eye, and now, this inexplicable class and its list of strange, ominous skills. 
 
      
 
    As he stood there, Lorian felt the weight of stares from all directions, some from his peers and some from the dignitaries on the stage. There was murmuring, whispers, and he heard fragments of conversations speculating about his status. 
 
      
 
    One voice stood out, "I’ve never seen a Tier 10 before." 
 
      
 
    Another chimed in, “Do you think he’s cursed or blessed?” 
 
      
 
    Yet another added, "What even is ‘The Judgement’? Some form of paladin? Or perhaps something darker?” 
 
      
 
    Taking another deep breath, Lorian reopened his eyes, facing his parents. "Okay, here's the thing: my class is... well, it's called ‘The Judgement’. It's Tier 10." 
 
      
 
    Asa's eyes widened in shock, and Shigeo looked equally taken aback. "Tier 10? But that's—" 
 
      
 
    "Unheard of, I know," Lorian finished for him. "And the skills, they're unlike anything I've ever heard of." 
 
      
 
    He quickly relayed the list of skills, watching as both of his parents’ faces grew increasingly alarmed with each one he mentioned. 
 
      
 
    When he was done, Asa looked deeply concerned. "These skills, they sound... dangerous. Especially ‘Touch of Madness’ and ‘Whispers of the Void’. You must be careful, Lorian." 
 
      
 
    "I will, Mom," Lorian reassured her, though he wasn’t quite sure how he felt himself. "It's just... overwhelming, you know? I wasn’t prepared for this." 
 
      
 
    Shigeo pulled him into a comforting embrace. "We'll get through this, son. We always do." 
 
      
 
    As the moments passed, a member of the council approached, his robe signifying his position as a high-ranking mage. "Young man," he began, a hint of caution in his eyes, "might we have a word?" 
 
      
 
    Lorian swallowed hard, nodding. "Of course." 
 
      
 
    He had a feeling that life was about to become even more complicated. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Revisiting Gaia's power, he pondered whether it would have an effect on him after his recent choices. His standing with the Five was questionable at best. It might be wise to experiment with such abilities in private, healing elixir at the ready. 
 
      
 
    What about [Foresight]? Seemed like the logical choice. The options beyond it were clearly not meant for casual testing. Eliminating all other alternatives, Lorian called upon his newfound skill. 
 
      
 
    A rapid-fire montage of images stormed his vision: dwindling queue lines, a pudgy noble child smirking, that same child in pure terror. A kind-faced woman in cozy clothing. A royal attendant, emotion almost absent from his face, save for a faint trace of pride. 
 
      
 
    The images intensified, overwhelming him. Majestic dragons dwarfing even those his family owned, a young boy with emerald hair on a dirt road, his motionless mother bearing a fatal wound, a distressed girl his age being harassed, vast green landscapes, frozen towns, towering arachnids, his father's lifeless body. Enormous trees. A chamber dominated by metalworking tools. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, he snapped out of the trance, gasping. The queue had barely moved. Barely a moment had passed. 
 
      
 
    "That wasn't the safe experience I anticipated," he whispered. Sure, others remained unharmed, but he was mentally rattled. 
 
      
 
    Not keen on delving into his abilities again, especially in a public space, his patience waned as he waited in line, disturbed by the visions of his parents’ demise. Were these predictions? Could his actions alter these events? Or were they just possible futures? 
 
      
 
    A sharp sound redirected his focus. A man stood over a young girl, displeasure evident. Lorian recognized her tear-streaked face from his vision. 
 
      
 
    A sudden realization surged within him. Why had he been doubting the Five? Here was a father, angered by his daughter's chosen class, likely to cast her out. If the visions were accurate, her fate looked grim. And this was the reality the Five endorsed? 
 
      
 
    A newfound determination shaped his thoughts. After all, the Five had dismissed him. He had accepted power from another, a force challenging the Five. A being who had dubbed him [The Judgement]. But whose judgement? 
 
      
 
    The irate man caught Lorian's gaze. His annoyance was clear. Lorian's patron's voice resonated in his mind, but the initial fear was gone. This benefactor had promised dominance, and Lorian felt it was time to assert it. 
 
      
 
    He locked eyes with the infuriated man, confidently invoking [Divine Punishment]. 
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    By the time Lorian approached the front, a stir had begun. Initially, Lorian had thought [Divine Punishment]'s impact was a huge letdown, seeing no immediate change. However, soon the aggressive man clumsily stumbled, seemingly forgetting basic walking. The distressed girl moved to assist but hesitated, examining her own hand in confusion. Agitated by her disregard, the man, after regaining his footing, struck her once more to grab her focus. The girl’s perplexity deepened, while her father appeared to regret the slap. 
 
      
 
    Observing this oddity, Lorian couldn't connect the dots. Could the skill be exerting delayed repercussions, penalizing the man each time he hurt his daughter? Was he experiencing her anguish? 
 
      
 
    The guards initially overlooked the situation; an upset parent over a child's class wasn't uncommon. Usually, such confrontations would occur in private. Although he was more conspicuous, he wasn’t committing a felony. The guards finally intervened, not for abuse but for causing a disturbance. The man grew increasingly volatile. Post-conversation with the shaken girl, guards unexpectedly escorted them towards the appraisers. 
 
      
 
    Shortly, Lorian's presence was overshadowed as murmurs vibrated through the official crowd. Soon, priestesses of Murill and Gaia were summoned, disappearing into an appraisal tent. 
 
      
 
    "Intriguing events there, wouldn’t you say?" Lorian queried a guard. 
 
      
 
    "That’s confidential," the guard replied. "Proceed to Tent three for your evaluation." 
 
      
 
    As Lorian made his way, he hoped to blend in unnoticed but wasn't so fortunate. 
 
      
 
    "At last! A child of [Adamant Guardian] and [Alacritous Blade]. Curious to see your bestowed abilities," a smug voice echoed. "Seems like you're hesitant to showcase." 
 
      
 
    "Maybe I enjoyed watching you grow impatient?" Lorian retorted, stifling his shock at seeing the same sneering face from his vision. 
 
      
 
    However, the noble's rage was curtailed by the touch of a palace representative. "Respect is due for those who don’t misuse their rank." 
 
      
 
    Remarkably, Lorian observed the noble's anger dissipate. Surely, that touch had some skill. 
 
      
 
    "You ruined my amusement," Lorian remarked entering the tent. Yet, he had to compose himself seeing the familiar old appraiser from his vision. 
 
      
 
    "Identify yourself," she demanded, unfamiliar with Lorian despite the crowd hinting his importance. 
 
      
 
    "Lorian." 
 
      
 
    As she noted his name, her shock was palpable. "I had a similar reaction upon seeing my status," he jestingly remarked. 
 
      
 
    "Your words were not quite so elegant!" Fleta chimed in from afar, signaling her and Shigeo's presence. 
 
      
 
    "Enough dawdling!" the noble bellowed. "Reveal his class!" 
 
      
 
    "[The Judgement]. Tier ten," she declared. 
 
      
 
    Silence. 
 
      
 
    "No one reaches tier ten! Were you that embarrassed to hide such a pitiful class and resort to a mystical cover-up?" the noble spat. 
 
      
 
    Directing his attention past the noble, Lorian asked the palace representative, "You truly admire humility?" 
 
      
 
    "Not necessarily. It was strategic..." he began, before Lorian's skill interrupted him. 
 
      
 
    "So, level one can achieve this. Imagine its potential leveled up." 
 
      
 
    "[Truthseeker] unbidden?" he whispered, looking at the appraiser for confirmation. 
 
      
 
    "[Truthseeker], indeed," she affirmed. 
 
      
 
    "You dare use it on me? Repeat it and face the law!" threatened the noble. 
 
      
 
    "For what? Exposing your thefts or the girl you..." he was halted by the palace representative's touch. 
 
      
 
    "Which girl?" Lorian questioned, now with a stern demeanor. 
 
    A look of recognizable terror contorted the young lord's face, confirming yet another piece of Lorian's prophetic insight, though he didn't utter a word. The grip of the emissary from the palace grew firmer, showing a momentary concentration, evidently neutralizing Lorian's ability. 
 
    "That's enough," he spoke softly. "There might be a misdemeanor to look into here, but it's not your concern." 
 
    "Did you overlook my class title?" 
 
    "I noted it, and if you aim to join the kingdom's legal system, your services would be welcome. But at present, you wield no formal power." 
 
    Inspecting the subtle grin on the servant's face, Lorian tried to spot any trace of arrogance he foresaw. It was absent. In its place, maybe a hint of anxiety or even trepidation. 
 
    "Curious," he mused. Was the vision still impending or was he altering destiny? "Did you document all my abilities?" he directed his question at the evaluator. 
 
    "I have. You can depart now," she responded, her tone slightly tense. 
 
    "You have any objections?" 
 
    "None," the emissary replied. "I anticipate a hectic schedule for you." 
 
    The young noble looked eager to interject, but the servant's hold kept him restrained. He maintained whatever technique he employed on the boy even as Lorian exited the pavilion. The other onlookers kept a distance, recognizing that they were out of their league. They remained only to gather information to relay to their respective superiors. 
 
    "All set? Let’s head home," Shigeo proposed, and Lorian readily concurred. 
 
    But as they were departing, an outburst from a nearby tent drew his focus. "She took my class!" 
 
    He refrained from reacting until they were within the safety of their residence. "So, our child is a tier ten. The inaugural since the rift wars," Shigeo exclaimed with pride. "It's a moment for festivity!" 
 
    "Should I bring out a special drink?" Grace inquired. 
 
    "Absolutely!" 
 
    Meanwhile, Lorian’s focus shifted to his mother. "You caught that, didn’t you? What was that about a class being stolen?" 
 
    "It was odd. A man's daughter received the tier one [Neophyte Smith] class. When he protested, his class shifted to [Neophyte Smith], resetting his level, while she inherited his class, levels, perks, and achievements." 
 
    "Incredible. Perfect retribution," Lorian gleamed. [Divine Punishment]? It felt more like poetic karma. 
 
    "Hold on... You did that?" 
 
    "Yep, one of my abilities. [Divine Punishment]. When he confronted her, I impulsively used it. I thought he’d combust or something, but this outcome is even better." 
 
    Fleta's brows furrowed. "You intended to obliterate him with an ability?" 
 
    "You didn’t witness what I did," Lorian murmured. "[Foresight], another of my abilities, showed me her tragic fate if I stood idle." 
 
    "A prescient skill? Not even a [High Priest] or [Oracle] possess such a gift. Yet, if that was the case, you should’ve reported to a guard or informed us if his actions weren't illicit. We'd have intervened." 
 
    Lorian contemplated whether to reveal the origin of his class, fearing his parents might disapprove. They already had reservations about his defense of a girl against a tyrannical father. How would they feel if they knew he rejected the Five? He chose to keep his cosmic benefactor a secret, especially being at level one. Until he leveled up, it was best to remain discreet, relying on his parents for guidance. It was essential to retain their trust, even if it meant concealing some truths. 
 
    "You can't be omnipresent and mend all wrongs," Lorian observed. "In my vision, another dragon threatened you both, likely seeking vengeance, and you faltered." 
 
    "What? Share every detail. We must get ready," said Shigeo, his demeanor becoming grave. 
 
    "My glimpse was brief. The dragon was massive, bigger than the previous one. Mum sustained a grievous slash, nearly severing her in two, while you were consumed by flames." 
 
    "A creature more immense than the one we defeated? That was mature." 
 
    "Could it be ancient?" Fleta hypothesized. 
 
    "If so, our chances are slim. Our best move would be to relocate and hope it's just after us." 
 
    Lorian sighed. "Don’t surrender. Remember, tier ten." 
 
    "But at level one. Persuade the dragon to delay its vengeance for a decade, and perhaps then you’ll be competent enough to aid." 
 
    Lorian recollected his premonition. Considering his parents appeared unchanged, Shigeo might be right. His [Truthseeker] ability had worked flawlessly on the young lord, but he wasn’t of a high level, and the palace envoy had easily neutralized it once identified. 
 
    However, Lorian had more tricks up his sleeve. 
 
    "I should experiment with my other abilities. Ever wonder what [Whispers of the Void] does?" 
 
    "What on earth?" Shigeo exclaimed. 
 
    "Or abilities like [Touch of Madness], [Tears of the Forgotten], or even [Bloodwave]." 
 
    Fleta regarded the scene with a skeptical eye. How could she confront him when she was uninformed of the reality that the bowl's entire existence was fabricated, or the undisclosed tales of the rift wars? The mere thought that the ceremony of paths had been compromised by the Other wouldn't have crossed her mind even in her wildest dreams. Her only option was to attribute these bizarre skills to the upper tiers. 
 
    Indeed, they were quite fascinating. 
 
    Seven days passed and Lorian found himself amidst a cluster of orgwölds. Fleta observed his every move, whereas Shigeo lounged on a nearby stone, savoring a sandwich. 
 
    "Could you at least pretend to be concerned?" Fleta implored. 
 
    "If it were anyone else, yes," Shigeo remarked, nodding towards Lorian. The young man was barely visible, enshrouded by walls of crimson fluid which functioned as both defense and offense. As a horde of orgwölds rammed into it, they were absorbed, their screams echoing until they were consumed completely. The blood tidal wave expanded, capturing another set of creatures before retracting, leaving only their skeletal remains. "Feels like we're just extras here," he joked. 
 
    To Lorian, formal education seemed pointless. No institution existed that could enlighten him on his abilities, or that provided a better testing ground than his current surroundings. 
 
    For an average individual, a monster lair wouldn't classify as secure. However, average individuals didn’t possess skills like [Whispers of the Void]. 
 
    "S̸̲̆ǘ̴̡f̶̯͆f̸̻͂ë̶͖r̷͙͋," Lorian murmured. Monsters around crumpled, their ears oozing blood. Fleta and Shigeo grimaced. "P̸̫̾ẻ̸̼r̸̝̿ȉ̷̲s̸̱̚h̶̨̄," he added, and the monsters hit the dirt, lifeless. 
 
    The bloodwave expanded once more, this time fragmenting into numerous floating droplets. Countless unblinking eyes surfaced on each droplet, scouring the vicinity as Lorian activated [Itinerant Eyes]. Using all these orbs simultaneously wasn't enough to survey the entire woods, but Lorian had another trick up his sleeve. 
 
    Mapping out a trajectory, he engaged [Foresight], scouring the path for any lurking beasts. Finding none, he recalibrated and initiated [Foresight] once more. It only took a few moments to ascertain the woods were monster-free. 
 
    "We're clear," he declared. 
 
    Told you," Shigeo retorted, finishing off his sandwich. 
 
    

  

 
  
   "The Return of Lorian" (Part 3) 
 
      
 
    As the first light of dawn touched his room, Lorian roused from his slumber, contemplating his next move. Ironically, the once monster-infested island seemed lacking in foes to hone his combat prowess. The islanders, for some reason, didn't favor the idea of nurturing monster nests just to satisfy Lorian’s desire for a challenge. 
 
      
 
    However, his journey had not been in vain. Although he hadn’t reached level ten, he was closing in. He had also secured his initial perk and feat. Acquiring a feat every five levels felt imbalanced. 
 
      
 
    It was a gamble to trust a priestess of Murill for his feat. Explaining the reasons to his family without revealing his class's origin was tricky. But, thus far, his secret remained safe from the notorious Five and their disciples. 
 
      
 
    Briefly closing his eyes, he deployed his [Foresight] ability to anticipate any unforeseen occurrences in the next day. Lorian and his companion Fleta had anticipated uproar over his newfound class, but the island’s king acted proactively. Recognizing Lorian as a potential target for temples or rival islands, the king didn’t try to exert control over him. Instead, he suppressed all info about Lorian. Any attempt to breach his [Royal Decree] skill would immediately notify the king. The recent disappearance of the local Earl's son—the very one who had made a scene at the ceremony—served as a stark warning. 
 
      
 
    So, Lorian was caught off guard when he foresaw a high-tier monster attack. "Prepare yourselves! High-tier monster incoming! Guild representative arriving in a moment!" he called out. 
 
      
 
    Minutes later, Lorian, clad in light leather armor like Fleta's—hers for agility, his as a secondary shield—stood ready. He didn’t carry a weapon; his true strength lay in the magic he wielded. 
 
      
 
    Upon seeing the prepared trio, the guild official looked taken aback but quickly regained his composure. "Location and severity?" Lorian inquired. 
 
      
 
    "Northern shores. Whitehaven is its first target, now it's heading south. Monster classification unknown, possibly tier eight." 
 
      
 
    Lorian, relying on [Foresight], corrected, "Even mightier. The dragon. Whitehaven has been decimated." 
 
      
 
    Shigeo cursed under his breath as the realization dawned. "It's seeking us," he murmured. 
 
      
 
    Armored and equipped with a myriad of weapons, from explosive devices to enchanted arrows, the trio had prepped for various battle scenarios. Lorian's [Foresight], though, had limitations; it couldn’t provide a complete play-by-play. 
 
      
 
    With Fleta's incredible speed, Lorian holding tight, and Shigeo in his usual lifted position, they reached the ruined Whitehaven in no time. Awaiting them was Brenhin-Tân, the formidable dragon. 
 
      
 
    "Expected two, but got three?" the dragon rumbled. "A bonus snack before the main course?" 
 
      
 
    Shigeo retorted, "We get it; you're grieving for your offspring. But Whitehaven's destruction? Unnecessary. We didn’t initiate that confrontation with your young one." 
 
      
 
    A malevolent grin crossed the dragon's face. "Intentions matter not. Revenge does." 
 
      
 
    Mockingly, Lorian chuckled. The dragon's gaze fixated on him, now a silhouette bathed in blood. Moments later, the blood materialized into tentacles, lunging at the dragon. As the dragon took flight, evading the assault, Fleta was ready. An arrow, powered by enchantment, darted towards the dragon. Lorian's command of "H̶̢͗a̷̪͒l̸̯͋ṱ̸̽" momentarily stalled the beast. Just the window Fleta needed. 
 
      
 
    The dragon's mouth crystallized with ice, courtesy of Fleta's arrow. Simultaneously, Lorian’s blood tendrils latched onto a dragon wing, pulling the beast earthward. Shigeo, with fury and determination, delivered a potent strike to the dragon's eye. 
 
    Pride wasn't an exclusive domain of humans. Why would a massive dragon even bat an eye at the insignificant creatures beneath it?  
 
    But the three tiny beings were about to challenge that assumption. They were prepared, strategies in place, ready to exploit the dragon's overconfidence – because with pride came vulnerability. They wouldn't let the creature rebound; they planned to ensure the first slip-up would be its ultimate downfall. The dragon felt Lorian’s blood seep into its scales even as it tumbled down. Fleta, in her rapid movements, pierced another eye, while the dragon unleashed its fiery fury, scorching the trio even from a distance. Their defenses helped them endure what could have been a fatal blow. Shigeo rejoiced, widening the wound with Lorian's blood to target the dragon's innards. 
 
      
 
    The creature, in sheer pain and blinded, thrashed about. Lorian commanded, "S̸̲̆ǘ̴̡f̶̯͆f̸̻͂ë̶͖r̷͙͋," intensifying the beast's agony as the trio pressed on with their attack. Lorian’s [Bloodwave] skill tore more scales, while Shigeo and Fleta exploited the now-exposed flesh. The dragon's life source spewed, spiraling upwards but under Lorian's dominion, reinforcing his assault. Then, the blood infiltrated its brain, causing the creature to tremble and fall with a ground-shaking impact.  
 
      
 
    “I realize now... your strength…” it murmured weakly. “The traitors will get what they deserve…” Lorian commanded again, ending its misery. 
 
      
 
    Fleta queried about the "traitors" it mentioned. They pondered over their newfound bounty and the implications of possessing materials superior to their last sale to Viscount Flemming. As they strategized, Lorian had a vision of a grim fate awaiting in Thale. 
 
      
 
    Their triumphant return was shadowed by a horrific sight – the bodies of Grace and Lana, displayed as warnings. Both women had been deemed heretical and aligned with demons. Emotions flared; while Fleta was in disbelief, Shigeo's anger manifested as he laid Grace’s body to rest. 
 
      
 
    The commotion caught the attention of the city's guards. All the while, Lorian, filled with guilt and sorrow, unleashed the [Tears of the Forgotten] skill as he mourned the loss.
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   As Lorian moved away from Thale, he occasionally looked back, drawn by loud crashes or brilliant flares. He noted rising columns of dark smoke, which was puzzling since none of the demons he'd observed had fiery attributes. Curious as to how the city was ablaze, he shrugged it off as one of life's minor enigmas. 
 
      
 
    His intended location? The central city of Hrellisti. The skill [Foresight] ensured he could walk the main route, stepping aside well before any patrol came close. After the assault by Valerie, Lorian monitored [Foresight] keenly. With Fleta's heightened senses gone, the fear of a fireball from the heavens was very real. 
 
      
 
    He did see a few scattered groups of fleeing residents. But their numbers had diminished ever since the demons blocked the city gates. Some ships sailed off, but seemed aimless. Lorian guessed they might've had demonic aerial visitors. 
 
      
 
    There were still some stragglers, either those who escaped early or those who defied the blockade and scaled the city walls. A few, carrying kids, approached Lorian at a leisurely pace. One of them began to speak when Lorian, without hesitation, unleashed [Bloodwave], ending him. The folks of Thale were not supposed to elude their fate. 
 
      
 
    Shocked, the group scattered as Lorian taunted them and finished off the rest with a quick sweep of his deadly skill. 
 
      
 
    "That was a bit excessive, wasn't it?" Another voice remarked. Lorian was caught off guard; his [Foresight] hadn't detected anyone, and the plains were open. Swiftly, he aimed [Bloodwave] towards the source. 
 
      
 
    The voice continued, now accompanied by an older man, looking worn and unclean. "You nearly got me." Lorian's attack would've required a high-level player to evade, but this stranger didn't appear so. 
 
      
 
    "Identify yourself," Lorian demanded. 
 
      
 
    "I'm a wanderer, drawn to unique locales. But Thale's recent turn of events is a tad much," he answered cryptically. 
 
      
 
    Demanding clarity, Lorian readied his blood-infused arsenal. 
 
      
 
    The stranger revealed a severed head from his bag, leaving Lorian frozen. He recognized the visage. 
 
      
 
    Grinning, the stranger continued, "You played a role in her downfall, though it didn't quite follow the script." 
 
      
 
    Frustrated, Lorian pressed for a clearer explanation. 
 
      
 
    Laughing, the stranger unveiled that he was level one hundred, introducing himself as Grant, a tier one [Tourist]. He urged Lorian to refrain from further massacre, placing the blame on Murill. He highlighted that Lorian's true adversaries might be members of the Five. 
 
      
 
    Understanding dawned on Lorian, realizing he was ensnared in a complex web. "So, the Five aren’t allies?" 
 
      
 
    Grant admitted that his intel, sourced from Grungle, might be skewed. He suggested that Grungle might be looking to align with the Other out of self-preservation. 
 
      
 
    Lorian scoffed, sensing cowardice. 
 
      
 
    Grant agreed, "He's terrified, no doubt. I think he's just as power-hungry, just weighing his survival options differently." 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Death without reason. Lorian had always guarded the truth about his unique class. In Thale, there was no greater plot at play. The true enemy Murill should have sought was closer than she thought, hidden within her very pantheon. But instead, she had chosen to annihilate all that was related to Lorian. 
 
      
 
    Driven by blind fear and ignorance, she turned the anger of her followers towards the girl Lorian had saved and the woman who his parents had sheltered. Good men, swayed by divine will, turned murderers, killing innocents merely on a deity's command. Grace's memorial bore no name. No inquiries were made, and none seemed to care. The mere fact of her presence in Lorian's home at the time of the raid was crime enough for them. She became just another faceless casualty. The priestly emissaries of Murill, and even the goddess herself, had promptly erased her from memory. 
 
      
 
    His tears spilled onto the floor, mourning the grave injustices committed by those who had declared themselves adversaries without any provocation on his part. As his tears touched the ground, it shimmered with a blue glow. 
 
      
 
    From the walls came panicked shouts; guards realized that Lorian's family wasn't vanquished. While some formed a defensive barricade, believing strength in numbers would prevail, others discarded their armor and melted into the masses. But Lorian's focus was singular. He gently reached out to Grace's lifeless body and with a resonating voice declared, "R̴͚͠ë̵͖́m̶̜̕ȅ̵͔m̵̨̏b̵̧͑ȇ̷̫ȓ̸͓." 
 
      
 
    The citizens of Thale gasped collectively as alien memories of suffering and accusations flooded their minds. Memories of torment, public shame, and ultimate execution replaced their own. The defensive guards charged, but Lorian simply uttered, "H̶̪̽ơ̴͈l̸͔͠d̷̰̍." 
 
      
 
    Their limbs refused to obey, and they collapsed. Lorian's role in Brenhin-Tân's demise was powerful, leaving even experienced guards susceptible to the [Whispers of the Void]. 
 
      
 
    "Hold on," Fleta interjected. "I understand your anger, but our mission is to find the truth, not lash out." 
 
      
 
    Shigeo grunted, "Looking at those bodies on display, this was no rogue act. But ensure you use [Truthseeker] before exacting any revenge." 
 
      
 
    Nodding, Lorian gently touched Lana, who hung suspended and bound. "But first, they must never forget. R̴͚͠ë̵͖́m̶̜̕ȅ̵͔m̵̨̏b̵̧͑ȇ̷̫ȓ̸͓." 
 
      
 
    The city was again overwhelmed by Lana's final memories. Falsely accused and without understanding, Lana faced unfounded allegations. Despite the availability of [Truthseeker] for the priests, none was summoned. Lana's guilt was decreed by a deity, leaving no space for questioning. As these memories unfolded, blue luminescent flowers blossomed around the dead. 
 
      
 
    "Now," Lorian declared, moving towards the guards and invoking [Truthseeker], "tell me, how many would kill on mere divine command?" 
 
      
 
    A majority nodded. 
 
      
 
    "[Divine Punishment]," Lorian uttered nonchalantly as he walked towards Thale. 
 
      
 
    "Stop!" cried Fleta, her eyes moistening. "Reconsider. Think of the innocent. Could you bear to face our parents?" 
 
      
 
    Turning to the guards, he inquired, "Where did the orders originate?" 
 
      
 
    "From Murill's shrine," came the unified response, faces painted with emotions from dread to fury. "This blasphemy won't go unpunished," one of them hissed. 
 
    Lorian remarked, "Both Grace and Lana did no wrong. What makes you think I've manipulated things?" 
 
    "It's your fault they're dead," a guard retorted with contempt. "You tainted them. They were innocent." 
 
    "Enough!" Lorian's voice silenced the guards. The effect of the [Tears of the Lost] wasn't lost on him; he had seen its revelations too. Yet, these guards took it upon themselves to justify the killing. "How about a trip to Murill's shrine?" he turned to his parents. 
 
    Shigeo responded tersely, "Absolutely." His temper flared just as strongly as his son's. 
 
    "Hold on," Fleta interjected. 
 
    Shigeo snapped, "Our town's guardians took innocent lives. We're determined to find the truth." 
 
    "It's not about that," Fleta, gazing skyward, responded. "There's something coming." 
 
    Unable to spot anything unusual, Shigeo and Lorian strained their eyes. "What is it and when will it arrive?" Shigeo asked, adding, "Please don't tell me more dragons." 
 
    "It appears to be a blazing comet, approaching rapidly. Minutes, at most," Fleta observed. 
 
    "A female entity," Lorian intervened, accessing his [Foresight] skill. "Appears to be in her mid-twenties. Without a word, she starts her attack. Her power is formidable, relying mainly on fire and physical prowess." 
 
    Shigeo smirked, "Lucky for us, we're prepared for dragon warfare. We should distance ourselves from the town." 
 
    Absorbed in his visions, Lorian added, "There's something more. Although she takes hits, she remains untouched. The surroundings, however, bear the brunt. She might possess a healing power or a damage-negating ability." 
 
    "We appreciate the heads up, but it's crunch time," Shigeo interrupted, pulling Lorian back as the fiery celestial body came into their view. 
 
    The assailant, as Lorian predicted, dove straight into action. Emerging from the fiery orb, the fire continued to chase them, forcing Shigeo to deflect it with his dragonscale shield. Its enchantments, designed to fend off flames, stood strong against even the inferno of Brenhin-Tân. 
 
    This direct challenge to Murill's dominion by Lorian summoned her mightiest ally, even before Brenhin-Tân was defeated. Recognizing a power rivaling hers bestowed by the Other, she deduced the Five were in danger. 
 
    Valerie, Murill's chosen [Angel of Flaming Judgement], dove in without uttering a word, her deity's orders deafening her to any pleas. The irony of her title was lost on her – she never questioned or judged, merely acting as the blind executor of her celestial sponsor. Her assault from the heavens commenced. 
 
    Unleashing a series of strikes, her efforts were in vain. Prepared to counteract the heat of a dragon, the elite clan stood unharmed against her fiery breath. 
 
    She might have slowly eroded their defenses, but Murill's directive was to neutralize the danger swiftly. Long-distance combat wasn’t her forte. Unsheathing her blade, she swooped down from the heavens. 
 
    "H̴͗͜ȃ̴͔l̵͎͒ṫ̵̡," intoned Lorian as she neared, causing her flight trajectory to falter. She crashed into the earth with immense force, her head shattering as though it were fragile porcelain, her body crumpled in its wake. 
 
    "That ended sooner than expected..." remarked Shigeo. 
 
    "Think it's over? Think again," Lorian retorted. "H̷͇͒a̶̰͂l̵̥̓t̷̯̕," he commanded, but his voice struggled to be dominant. He might've bought a brief moment, but it wasn't enough. The dead body ignited, and the pool of blood and guts around it also combusted. From the scorching flames, an unscarred Valerie rose. 
 
      
 
    "This just got more complicated," Shigeo murmured, watching Valerie craft a blazing blade. She thrust it into his shield, making him stumble backward. 
 
      
 
    With lightning speed, Fleta maneuvered behind Valerie, her daggers at the ready. Yet Valerie merely pivoted, not wholly dodging. Small injuries healed on the spot, giving her no reason to evade entirely. Suddenly, she erupted in a fiery explosion, the force hurling Fleta into the distance. 
 
      
 
    The sly blood tendrils Lorian had spread on the ground aiming for a surprise strike? Consumed by the raging blaze. 
 
    Fear was an all-too-familiar emotion for him. The ability of [Foresight] was less efficient in the chaotic dance of battle where the future's tides shifted incessantly. Yet, every glimpse he caught of the oncoming moments showed Valerie coming back to life. How could they ever triumph over an undying foe? 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, with a strenuous effort, Valerie's flame-blade gained its full form. All the branching futures Lorian could perceive now aligned into one. Every dodge, every skill he could deploy, none would alter the impending fate. Thus, he chose stillness, wearing a serene smile as he allowed Valerie's fiery blade to pierce his heart. 
 
      
 
    The sizzling blade emitted a brilliant glow, and Lorian collapsed, his chest bearing a perfectly round burn mark, its edges smoky and charred. 
 
      
 
    "Lorian!" Shigeo's anguished cry pierced the air as he recklessly abandoned his shield, aiming for a final assault on his son's killer. 
 
      
 
    "Cursed sorceress..." Fleta whispered, but her resolve remained unshaken. Unlike Shigeo, she wouldn't be driven by sheer emotion. She had noticed Lorian's final moments; he had not been defeated in spirit. His smile said it all. 
 
      
 
    So, instead of being dragged into Shigeo's hasty onslaught, she forcefully pushed him aside, just in time to evade Valerie's fiery sweep. 
 
      
 
    As the battlefield witnessed the warriors in their deadly dance, Lorian's lifeless form began to stir. The [Eternal Flesh] ability was activated for the first time. And what the divine servant of Murill hadn't realized was that the parallels between them went beyond mere class titles. 
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    Slowly, consciousness reclaimed Lorian. The bewildering sensation of being brought back from the abyss gripped him – a sensation foreign to him, though Valerie had tasted it before. He slowly registered his surroundings; the battlefield had changed during his unconsciousness. He cursed himself for using the novice [Eternal Flesh]. As the sun neared the horizon, he surmised Valerie’s revival was swifter than his own. An eerie silence prevailed. 
 
      
 
    “Mother? Father?” he cried out, only to be met with silence. 
 
      
 
    Panic surged through him as he scanned the area. Evidence of the prolonged battle scarred the landscape, but neither his family nor the assailant were in sight. [Foresight] had granted him glimpses beyond his death, but the jumbled images were less than informative. 
 
      
 
    Using a blend of [Bloodwave], [Itinerant Eyes], and [Foresight], he realized his location remained unchanged. However, he now occupied a crater's center, a stark reminder of the battle’s ferocity. Gratefully noting his uncharred state, he was nonetheless bemused at his lack of attire.  
 
      
 
    But when [Foresight] revealed doubled stakes on Thale's hill, his momentary concern for his attire vanished. Fury threatened to consume him. The passive complicity of Thale's citizens was palpable. There were no protests, no righteous interventions.  
 
      
 
    Summoning [Bloodwave], a robe of shifting red materialized around him. But as he neared the town’s entrance, it was clear his hooded disguise wouldn’t fool the guards.  
 
      
 
    “What do you think you're—” began a guard, but Lorian's intense gaze silenced him. Speaking words of power, he muttered, "I̵̱̒ am a shadow. Ŷ̶̗ou see and hear nothing."  
 
      
 
    Confusion marked the faces of onlookers, but Lorian was a phantom to them. He infiltrated the guardhouse, emerging in a guard’s armor, his identity concealed. 
 
      
 
    However, beneath his anger lay a strategic mind. Slaying an ancient dragon would yield massive experience. Before enacting revenge, he intended to harness the powers of the Five’s clergy. 
 
      
 
    The normalcy of Thale stung him. While his world crumbled, theirs remained unshaken. Yet, upon reaching Murill's temple, an anomaly was evident: priests whispered in concerned clusters. 
 
      
 
    "We're not open today. Return tomorrow," a priestess intercepted him. 
 
      
 
    But the power of [Truthseeker] unveiled a startling revelation: “Murill has vanished,” she unwittingly divulged. 
 
      
 
    Before their conversation escalated, Lorian utilized his powers to cloud her mind, extracting more information. He then commanded her to forget the encounter. 
 
      
 
    Drawn into a dream realm, he once again stood on the familiar grassy plain, a void sky overhead. But this time, the tentacled monstrosity claimed a significant portion of the sky. Amidst this surreal landscape stood a burnt tree with thirteen branches, some bearing black flowers. 
 
      
 
    Inside this dreamscape, his instincts guided him. Recognizing the potential of the [Portal] feat, he envisioned permanent rifts in reality. In a world that condemned him for summoning demons, he thought, why not summon them indeed? 
 
    His chosen perk was [Silent Whispers]. Though [Foresight] held great potential, he had witnessed the practicality of [Whispers of the Void] in deceiving foes. A perk enhancing its stealth would surely bolster its effectiveness. Maybe he wouldn't have had to flee the cleric. 
 
      
 
    Soon, he was back in the physical realm, fortunate that no one had stumbled upon his dormant form. He'd fallen on his side, but the dirtied attire wasn’t his anyway. With a brisk dust-off, he ascended the temple steps. The familiar priestess stood guard, not a hint of recognition in her eyes. 
 
      
 
    That was, until his helmet was off. 
 
      
 
    "Lorian?!" She exclaimed in shock. "You’re... you're supposed to be..." 
 
      
 
    "Dead?" Lorian provided the word she was searching for, summoning [Bloodwave]. An arrangement of spears materialized, barricading the main entrance. "Not quite. But my loved ones are. So is our housemaid. Even the innocent girl I once aided without expecting anything in return. Seems you had a hand in that." 
 
      
 
    She stuttered, "I... It wasn’t our doing! The orders came from headquarters, directly from Murill!" 
 
      
 
    A wicked smile crossed Lorian’s face, his mental state teetering on the edge, as the temple's occupants stared, aghast. He kept his focus on [Foresight] to monitor their moves. A swift end would be too merciful. They needed to anticipate their doom and understand its cause. 
 
      
 
    He taunted, "Odd. I've heard Murill's not faring well. But surely that's false? She’s revered so highly that you'd eliminate anyone – from a young maiden to the island’s most renowned adventurers – all on her command. So how could she just desert you?" 
 
      
 
    With each step he took, the clergy retreated equally. 
 
      
 
    A brave priest yelled from behind, "You're just validating her accusations, you blasphemer!" 
 
      
 
    In an instant, a blood tendril ensnared his throat, hoisting him. Some tried to flee, scurrying to the temple's side exits. Lorian didn't obstruct them. Let them spread their fear. Their escape was illusory anyway. 
 
      
 
    As he walked steadily towards Murill’s statue, the priest struggling in the air, Lorian stated, "You've got the narrative wrong. True, I'm a blasphemer. Because one of the Five, a deity believed to be our protector, orchestrated the massacre of those dear to me. After such betrayal, do you genuinely think I'd keep faith in her? You think I'd refrain from retribution? Indeed, I'm a heretic. But that’s a title you bestowed upon me." 
 
    Approaching the temple's entrance, the distant chime of a bell echoed from above, most likely a priest seeking reinforcements. No doubt, some who had fled earlier would attempt to summon the guards. However, his ability [Foresight] confirmed they'd be too late. Even if they did arrive, the town's guards weren’t of a high caliber. Living in such a peaceful town, they didn't have the constant battles that honed the skills of adventurers and others in perilous roles. 
 
      
 
    "Once, I would have laid down my life for this place. Once, I saw its beauty. But those days are gone. Witness the monstrosity you've forged," he declared, brushing the statue and invoking [Touch of Madness], heightening the drama. 
 
      
 
    Inside the temple, the ambient light wavered, even though the greenish hue of the sky outside remained constant. Eerie shadows sprawled across the walls and ceilings from untraceable origins. Unsettling murmurs echoed from beneath seats, behind ornaments, and outside the windows. As the statue let out an agonized sound, Murill's eyes wept bloody tears. 
 
      
 
    "[Gate]," voiced Lorian. 
 
      
 
    The statue crumbled to pieces. Instead of the expected blood, tendrils of flesh surged forth, latching onto nearby onlookers, applying deadly pressure. The pressure caused them to burst, spattering the remaining observers with their remains. Those from the priesthood still present turned on their heels, fleeing in sheer terror. 
 
      
 
    A chilling laughter escaped Lorian's lips. He continued to chuckle as nightmarish creatures surged from the tear he'd made in the fabric of reality. Beasts that resembled skinless canines and oversized bugs stormed out, yet as much as they looked the part, they weren’t merely monsters. Their eyes reflected a chilling intelligence; they hunted not for survival, but for sheer pleasure. True demons, now loosed upon the unprepared town of Thale. 
 
      
 
    As he stepped out of the temple, the demons paid him no mind. He descended the temple stairs, embracing the cacophony of chaos erupting around him. Thale's façade of peace was shattered. Demonic forces surged from Murill's temple. Across the town, alarm bells resonated, interspersed with the clash of weapons and bursts of magic as some tried resisting. If the elite adventurers of the town hadn't been eliminated earlier, perhaps they might have stood a chance. Now, no one seemed capable of quelling the infernal onslaught. 
 
      
 
    For a moment, Lorian savored the mayhem. Yet, the contentment was fleeting. Thale might have paid its dues, but the initial orders to eradicate his kin came from afar. Murill had other temples, and he was resolute to deliver his wrath upon each. Entering a nearby store, he disregarded the shopkeeper's lifeless body sprawled across a desk, innards spilled in a grotesque display. He selected some fitting attire and gathered various travel essentials from other shops. 
 
    The remaining temples wouldn't present much of a challenge. In Thale, his identity was no secret. However, beyond its boundaries, he was a face in the crowd. The island's monarch had ensured his obscurity remained intact. This allowed him to traverse any city or town across the island without drawing attention. 
 
      
 
    In a location distant from Lorian, within the sacred walls of Gaia's cathedral located in the Divine Theocracy of Jurelli, Arial, addressed as the [Oracle of Gaia], sat in anticipation in a council chamber. It wasn't long before she was joined by Kari, known as the [Chosen of Gaia], and the eminent leader of the undying warriors, referred to as the [Mythril Fist]. 
 
      
 
    Arial, skipping any formalities, stated, "Gaia has bestowed upon us a crucial task. She has intimated that the very future of mankind hinges on its successful completion." 
 
      
 
    Kari's lips formed a surprised circle. 
 
      
 
    "What destination awaits us?" inquired the [Mythril Fist], understanding the gravity without needing further elucidation from Arial. The undying warriors weren’t beckoned for mere trivialities. 
 
      
 
    "We are bound for the kingdom of Hrellflan, towards a settlement named Thale." 
 
      
 
    "Hrellflan?" Kari pondered, her brows furrowing. "Isn’t that realm known for its tranquility?" 
 
      
 
    "It once was," Arial confirmed. "Regrettably, 'was' is the operative word. As of the last thirty minutes, your knowledge seems to have become significantly antiquated." 
 
      
 
    Notice 
 
    With the completion of this chapter, we are now in sync with RoyalRoad. Upcoming chapters will be published on Mondays around 6:15AM UK time. (Alternatively, there are four extra chapters available on Patreon for the most basic tier, should you wish to advance by a month.) For readers who are keen to delve into more of my literary concoctions, I've penned seven other tales. "A Friendly Voidling" remains close to my heart, while I've recently begun transcribing my latest narrative, "An Unborn Hero." It's perfect for enthusiasts who appreciate a blend of magic and heroines in their stories. 
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   Lorian reflected. The Other had bestowed upon him this immense strength. But did it also empower the Five? Were they, too, once mere mortals elevated to tier ten, much like himself? The Other dubbed them as betrayers and looters. Perhaps, they exploited the power granted to them to siphon a fragment of another realm to create this bowl? The speculations fit the scanty evidence. Yet, everything he knew was mere speculation without any concrete proof. 
 
      
 
    But, there might be a method to ascertain the truth. Lately, tears seemed incessant. Merely recalling the hill outside Thale could bring them forth. Salty droplets cascaded around the beheaded deity, turning to luminescent blue upon impact. As Lorian approached, touching it, he activated the [Tears of the Forgotten]. Not entirely trusting Grant, he kept a vigilant eye using [Foresight]. But the moment his fingers grazed the goddess's brow, he was consumed by her potent emotions. 
 
      
 
    Pure, undiluted terror. From Lorian's first brush with [Mindscape], she sensed him. She realized the Other's malevolent presence within the bowl. Desiring Lorian's end, and all those under his influence, she believed her safety lay in his demise. Lorian saw her orchestrate his assassination, whispering her orders into the dreams of her seers. It was her command that sent Valerie, an individual so reliant on her deity that she was reduced to a mere marionette. 
 
      
 
    A smirk touched Lorian's lips. Though she was eternal, her demise would torment Valerie more than her own. 
 
      
 
    Then, another shade of fear emerged. The agony of awakening, the shock of seeing the dagger in her heart, the desperation as her abilities betrayed her. The realization that only Grungle could craft such a weapon. And in her final moments, understanding the peril she'd overlooked, being too focused on a distant danger. 
 
      
 
    It affirmed the veracity of Grant's words. Murill had cautioned the other four about him. With Grungle's undisclosed motives, it was likely the other three were also alerted. If Lorian confronted another like Valerie, his chances seemed bleak. Grant's assertion held truth, though not necessarily for the stated rationale. Slaughtering priests temple by temple would not yield sufficient growth. To ascend swiftly, he required formidable adversaries. Yet, as tempting as it was to lay waste to entire cities, not all warranted such a fate. He wasn't yet formidable enough to pass judgment on the entire bowl. 
 
      
 
    Lifting his gaze to the bowl's walls, the Holy Theocracy of Jurelli stood defiantly in the middle. A direct confrontation there would be premature. Surely, it would be the stronghold of the Five's champions. Gi'klet'o beckoned, but battling the orcs on their native land would be a distinct challenge. Their elite warriors were beyond his current capacity. 
 
      
 
    One other destination caught his eye. Peering across the bowl, he discerned an island enveloped in thick mist. 
 
      
 
    "Fine," he conceded. "Seems leveling up takes precedence over vengeance now." 
 
      
 
    Grant nodded in agreement. "Once prepared, head to Thief's Wastes." He gestured towards a mountainous peninsula. "Beneath lies Sanctuary. Seek Ariana. She'll guide you through perks and feats without reliance on prayers or clergy." 
 
      
 
    With a nod, Lorian directed [Bloodwave] internally, using the blood to elevate himself. 
 
      
 
    Grant, left in awe, remarked, "Flying sure looks handy," as he watched Lorian vanish. He then ambled away, taking a non-traditional route, departing from Hrellflan. 
 
      
 
    ----------------------------------- 
 
      
 
    A vessel sailed serenely within the bowl's waters, not distancing from Thale, but approaching it. 
 
      
 
    "This feels wrong. We should've scouted first," voiced the [Mythril Fist], eyeing the distant smoke columns. 
 
      
 
    "Arial insisted there was no time," Kari responded. 
 
      
 
    An alert from the vessel's front interrupted, "Boss! We have incoming! Giant flying ants?" 
 
      
 
    The leader promptly mobilized the ranged brigade. Instead of bows, they held nails and stones, relying on the battlefield's elements. Some summoned magical projectiles, from earthen clumps to fireballs. Another even used his teeth as ammunition, knowing Kari could mend him. 
 
      
 
    Following his command, the brigade rained down their improvised arsenal. Segments of the swarm plummeted into the waters below. 
 
      
 
    Witnessing the devastation, Kari remarked, "To actually see the menace in Thale..." 
 
      
 
    "They're not mere monsters," her commander corrected. "They're demons. Cunning and astute. They'll soon recognize your importance and strategize accordingly." 
 
      
 
    Kari's apprehension grew. "Why aren't more attacking?" 
 
      
 
    "They're vulnerable over water. They've seen our capabilities and will likely lay ambush in the city." 
 
      
 
    Kari's gaze trailed the blazing edifices, imagining lurking demons. "Our mission is to find the four souls I need to revive and then depart." 
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   Through the dense mist, Lorian moved, sidestepping the faint voices that aimed to distract him. Such feeble efforts, he thought, barely making a dent in his resilience. Yes, there was a time when it unnerved him, but he'd since grown accustomed to it, almost rendering it ineffective. Although he'd brave the murk, he couldn't deny his disorientation; the fog was so thick he couldn't see his feet, and the lack of identifiable surroundings didn't help either. Every potential guide light was obscured. 
 
      
 
    His blood tendrils swiftly extended, annihilating multiple small arachnid creatures. At the same time, his spears found their mark in the eyes of a bigger beast. These creatures were countless, appearing out of nowhere from the thick fog, but their strength was pitiable. Not nearly enough for significant progression. He was more interested in confronting the root of this fog and those eerie voices. An entity with enough power to affect an entire island would surely be a worthy adversary. The challenge was locating it. 
 
      
 
    Thinking elevation might provide clarity, Lorian used his blood to elevate himself. Moments later, he plummeted, realizing he'd crashed into the earth.  
 
      
 
    "Really?" He mumbled, impaling some nearby creatures that tried to capitalize on his momentary vulnerability. 
 
      
 
    Repeated attempts to soar had similar outcomes. It seemed the world's understanding of 'up' conflicted with Lorian's perception. He made another effort, using blood tendrils as sensors. Yet the outcome was no different. 
 
      
 
    On his next try, he conjured [Itinerant Eyes], positioning them in a way that each orb could see the next. Initially, this approach seemed promising. However, as he attempted to scale them, the mists grew even denser, disrupting his markers and sending him back to the ground. 
 
      
 
    Finally, using a lengthy pole made of blood, he managed to ascend above the fog. Though the journey felt counterintuitive, with the pole seemingly warping and a perpetual sense of descending, he made it.  
 
      
 
    "That took more effort than expected," Lorian sighed. His [Bloodwave] technique might not deplete his own blood, but summoning larger constructs wasn't without its costs, draining his mana. "Now, to locate the origin of this menace." 
 
      
 
    Gliding over the island, aiming for its midpoint, the island resisted his presence. Massive mist waves, taller than the fog, attempted to consume him. Tiny mist strands lunged at him, as if sentient. However, compared to the surface level, these were feeble attempts, and evading was simple. 
 
      
 
    At the heart of the island, the mist transformed into an ominous black hue. A malignant presence. The sheer sight intensified the whispers in Lorian's head. 
 
      
 
    "Reveal yourself," Lorian demanded. Only a dissonant laugh resonated, not reaching his ears but echoing in his psyche. 
 
      
 
    The enemy wasn't a demon or an intelligent entity. It was pure malevolence, a shadow driven by insatiable hunger. It viewed Lorian as a delightful treat, an entity that offered sustained nourishment. Once, in the past, it had a similar feast, which it had inadvertently allowed to escape. That mistake wouldn't be repeated. 
 
      
 
    Had Lorian known that his perceived resilience was solely due to his continuous activation of [Eternal Flesh], he might have chosen differently. But ignorance led him to the island's malevolent core, in search of something to confront. 
 
      
 
    His search was fruitless. This entity had devoured its physical form long ago out of its own insatiable hunger. The shadow was all that remained. Lorian tried everything: sending blood tendrils, creating blood orbs, and utilizing [Bloodwave], [Itinerant Eyes], and [Foresight]. But every effort met with nothing except the relentless void. 
 
      
 
    "Reveal yourself," Lorian repeated. This time, the entity obliged, not out of compulsion, but because it deemed the timing perfect. Encased in a blackened dome, Lorian soon discerned his dire miscalculation. 
 
      
 
    Regret flashed through him as he attempted a futile escape, spiraling upwards. But the consuming darkness was swifter, and the life-draining capabilities of its true form were unmatched. 
 
      
 
    The sheer audacity and overconfidence of humans! Lorian, bolstered by his newfound skills and abilities, had entered a domain forsaken by humanity. But his pride was his downfall. As the darkness seized him, his life force was drained, his screams were smothered, and he was engulfed by the void. 
 
      
 
    --- 
 
      
 
    Shigeo, rubbing his sore head, groaned, "Damn, that hit hard." The memory of Valerie made him jump up, searching for her. But he was greeted by a circle of stern faces, poorly clothed individuals, and a woman in pristine white robes with worried eyes. Puzzled, Shigeo inquired, "What just happened?" He assumed the lady was a healer, but the others? They looked worse than common bandits. 
 
    The silence stretched for a moment, pierced only by the acrid aroma of charred skin and the faint whispers of smoke. "Did that woman strike down Thale? Are any of you her accomplices? Fleta?! Where did you go?" 
 
    "To the next one," a man from the ringed group gestured to a woman in white robes. "Let me handle him." 
 
    Acknowledging with a nod, the healer stepped away, the group granting her passage. Both Fleta and Shigeo were scarcely identifiable due to the severe burns, and the duration since their demise tested the reach of Kari's [Resurrection]. While Lana and Grace had been left suspended for even longer, their condition was slightly better. Nonetheless, resurrecting them individually required immense focus. 
 
    Their luck was in the demons' perverse fondness for using the dead as morbid decor. This very fascination had led the demons to adorn the city walls similarly. 
 
    "Explain yourself," Shigeo demanded, his frustration tempered by the inkling that his saviors might have been these very strangers. The sudden realization of his lack of attire contributed to his restraint. "Where are my loved ones? And my gear?" 
 
    "What's your last memory?" 
 
    "I thought you'd provide answers, not throw questions," he retorted sharply. "We were ambushed by Valerie Spiratine. She struck me without uttering a word. So, where is everyone? And what befell Thale?" 
 
    "Your spouse is still under care. Valerie isn't responsible for what happened to Thale, but she might have indirectly played a role." 
 
    "Then who's to blame? The smell of charred flesh is unmistakable. Who else is capable?" 
 
    "Demons," came the succinct reply. "Summoned by your own son, seeking retribution for your apparent demise." 
 
    "My demise?" Shigeo scoffed, "I'm very much alive! My son would never resort to such malevolence, especially not against his own town." 
 
    "I suggest patience. Once your wife is with us, I'll share everything I've gathered." 
 
    Defiantly, Shigeo snapped, "Lead the way then! Where are they?" 
 
    Guiding him forward, the [Mythril Fist] warned, "Do not disturb Kari, or we might lose your wife for good." 
 
    The group parted, revealing the healer, Kari, concentrating on a grotesquely burnt body. Shigeo's reaction was immediate, but the [Mythril Fist] quickly intervened. "Stay silent," he urged. 
 
    To those attuned to mana, it was evident Kari was exerting every ounce of her strength. Suddenly, she faltered but was supported by a nearby guard. "Resurrection!" she cried out, collapsing momentarily before regaining her stance. Shigeo's focus, however, was on the miraculous transformation of the once charred remains into the familiar form of his wife. 
 
    As she came to consciousness, Fleta's eyes darted around, finally settling on Shigeo. "What did I miss? Who triumphed? And why are you undressed amidst strangers?" 
 
    "Look at yourself first," Shigeo remarked, momentarily distracted by her presence. Yet, witnessing the miracle of resurrection firsthand, he pondered how their son, Lorian, would react under such circumstances. 
 
    His introspection led him to empathize, knowing that he too might react similarly if faced with the loss of his family. Traits ran deeper than mere classes. 
 
    "Now, will someone clarify the situation?" he asked, exasperated. 
 
    "Certainly." 
 
    And as Kari attended to Grace and Lana, the [Mythril Fist] recounted the noble act of Gaia the Mother, the lone entity among the Five willing to lay down her life for humanity's salvation. 
 
    

  

 
  
   The Return of Lorian" (Part 8) 
 
    Lorian stared up at the sky, or rather, whatever lay beyond it. The message had been cryptic, disturbing, and fragmented, yet there was a clarity in it that resonated with his very being. 
 
      
 
    He remembered the tale of the four seals, ancient myths from his childhood. It was said that these seals locked away an ancient power or entity, and whoever possessed the four keys to these seals would command unimaginable might. Could the creature he had slain on the Isle of Mist been the guardian of one of those seals? 
 
      
 
    The weight of his actions sunk in. By unintentionally releasing one of these seals, he had set in motion events that could reshape the world. The amusement he felt earlier, the sensation of being watched—it was now clear that he was not merely a passive observer in this strange land. He was a catalyst, a player in a grand cosmic game. 
 
      
 
    His mind raced to understand the nature of this world. Was this an alternate reality, a distant planet, or perhaps a realm born of the collective consciousness? Regardless, he was here now, and he had to act. 
 
      
 
    He remembered the power of the [Whispers of the Void], a command that could bend reality to his will. If he could master it, perhaps he could locate the remaining seals before it was too late. 
 
      
 
    Lorian took a deep breath and began to focus his energy, letting the [Whispers of the Void] wash over him. The immediate surroundings blurred, and he found himself in a vast void, surrounded by swirling galaxies and constellations. There, he could see the faint glow of three distinct seals, each pulsing with a unique energy signature. 
 
      
 
    Drawing upon his newfound knowledge and guided by the cosmic map before him, Lorian set off on his quest to secure the seals. The journey wouldn't be easy. He would face monsters, encounter enigmatic beings, and unravel the very fabric of reality. But he was driven by a newfound purpose, one that transcended his own desires and ambitions. 
 
      
 
    The fate of this realm and possibly many others rested in his hands. And Lorian was determined to rise to the challenge. 
 
    The immediate light bathed the surroundings, much more luminous and warmer than in Thale, although not as blinding as the alien world he'd recently stepped out of. That very world, it seemed, was where the bowl was purloined – if Grant's words were anything to go by. 
 
      
 
    And regarding the Other’s truthfulness... Lorian's eyes swept across the Thief's Wastes, noting the void left by one missing piece, taken by the dragon – the eldest, most formidable beast. It reminded him of a similar foe he'd recently vanquished... 
 
      
 
    “Did we just take down Brenhin-Tân?” Lorian voiced his astonishment, not only because they confronted it, but because they emerged victorious. 
 
      
 
    The Other had mentioned the lights were barriers, keeping the bowl isolated from the 'actual' world. Lorian had no desire to go back to that reality after witnessing it. 
 
      
 
    "The Other didn’t explicitly ask to shatter the lights, but hinted that the abducted world might be restored," he pondered aloud, scanning for any signs of inhabitants while employing [Bloodwave] to regenerate his vanished attire. "Regardless, I won’t willingly shatter them. I’m sticking to my initial vengeance plan. I just need a smarter way to level up than on the Isle of Mist. But first, a cleric capable of invoking [Mindscape].” 
 
      
 
    Observing his freshly formed liquid-blood tunic, he realized it wouldn't deceive anyone. A discerning eye would instantly identify him. 
 
      
 
    “First, new attire. Then, the cleric.” 
 
    ________________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Valerie Spiratine soared, her rage propelling her. The voice of her deity was silent in her dreams. A pilgrimage to a temple of Murill had revealed her deity's mysterious absence. An oracle in Jurelli had concurred. Valerie had seen the shattered effigy, but denial took hold. 
 
      
 
    To her, the deity was timeless, all-knowing, and omnipotent. Her disappearance had to be intentional. The reasoning of Valerie, sculpted by Murill to be utterly reliant, inferred that if her goddess chose silence, it must be due to her devotees' transgressions. Any contrary notion was inconceivable. 
 
      
 
    What could have infuriated her deity? 
 
      
 
    In Jurelli, murmurs about Thale had sent chills down her spine. Guilt surfaced. She darted back, only to witness Thale's destruction. The clergy of Illumis and Kakkerxat didn’t mince words about the culprit – a formidable demon summoner who traded his soul for might. A threat that must be eradicated: Lorian. Valerie's quarry. 
 
      
 
    Her mission had been explicit, yet she had faltered, leading to Thale’s ruin. It was no wonder her goddess was displeased. How had he deceived death? How had he escaped her inferno? These queries haunted her. She recalled his smirk before she slew him. Why hadn't she been more vigilant? 
 
      
 
    However, a glimmer of hope remained. The clergy spoke of a campaign – a unified global force to counter the looming menace. A shot at redemption. An opportunity for Valerie to regain her goddess’s favor, to once again be blessed by her divine voice in her dreams. Thus, Valerie raced back to Jurelli, her fury giving her pace, but a sliver of hope sustaining her flight. 
 
      
 
    She vowed to ensure Lorian's end. 
 
    

  

 
  
   The Return of Lorian" (Part9) 
 
    Emerging from the store, Lorian adjusted the unfamiliar attire he now wore. His throat ached from using [Whispers of the Void] to persuade the bystanders that his earlier attire was not, in fact, a blood shield. It wasn’t natural for human vocal cords to produce those unsettling sounds. 
 
      
 
    He mused about the simplicity of his audience back in the store; they were all easy targets for his persuasion. Greenrim's popular style made him uncomfortable. In the sweltering heat near the source-light, most opted for light, loose clothing. Lorian now donned a light blue tunic, with an attached hood to shield his head from the scorching heat. His only other garment was a pair of sandals, letting a cool breeze touch his toes. 
 
      
 
    “Next is the priest,” Lorian whispered, guiding himself towards Murill’s temple using directions he’d procured. Even with Murill's absence, the temple operated as usual. Ordinary clerics rarely interacted with the deity, so life moved on as if nothing had changed. 
 
      
 
    Summoning [Mindscape], he felt [Eternal Flesh] restoring his weary throat. The priest's disapproval was palpable, criticizing Lorian's lack of offering. But the funds he’d used for his new clothes had been cunningly obtained from a street swindler. That trickster stood no chance against Lorian's [Foresight], eventually yielding and retreating. 
 
      
 
    As a result, Lorian found himself in a boisterous section of the temple, lying on a simple mat. Briefly, he felt a tug pulling him back to what might have been reality – or maybe just a simulation of it? 
 
      
 
    He greeted the Other with a casual “Yo,” though the enormous entity, with its tentacles and eyes scanning the horizon, remained nonresponsive. Lorian addressed a nearby tree that had grown remarkably, “Well, level twenty. Two more perks and feats.” 
 
      
 
    He picked the [Pathfinder] feat, controlling where [Gate] would lead him, and [Deadly Tears], strengthening [Tears of the Forgotten] so that those affected wouldn't only recall the death but suffer every injury, both mental and physical, they caused. Exiting the temple, Lorian tried activating [Gate] to Thale. To his frustration, it failed. After some trials, he figured a workaround. 
 
      
 
    On arriving at Thale, the sight left him dumbfounded. The town, previously bustling, now lay in ruins – an ash-filled glass fortress. His family, friends – all vanished. 
 
      
 
    A surge of rage welled within Lorian. Had Valerie destroyed everything he held dear? What more pain awaited him? 
 
      
 
    His gaze turned to Greenrim's source-light. “Forget this place,” he grumbled, activating [Gate] again. 
 
      
 
    The source-lights, vital to the world, were heavily protected. However, the defense had reduced after the dragon Brenhin-Tân's demise. A majority of the guards were now tasked to confront a rising threat: Lorian. 
 
      
 
    He emerged on the outskirts of Greenrim's greenery. The ground was parched, and he felt the heat intensify as he neared the radiant sphere. 
 
      
 
    A guard challenged him but was instantly silenced by [Silent Whispers]. The situation escalated quickly. Lorian, however, was prepared. His defenses were up, and the attack was on. 
 
    "Cease!" Lorian commanded, causing a momentary paralysis. Within that fleeting moment, his bloody scythe cut through the air, leaving the vanguard lifeless.  
 
      
 
    Now, with their front defense obliterated, those at the back were easy prey. With calculated steps, Lorian advanced, sending out projectile-like blood shots and whipping enemies that dared come close. All this while, he steadily progressed towards the luminescent source. Fortunately, due to his prior preparation for Brenhin-Tân, his heat defense perk shielded him from being seared by the source-light's intensity. 
 
      
 
    "Fracture!" Lorian urged the celestial artifact. The light quivered momentarily. "Dissolve! Be snuffed out!" Even with his relentless assault, employing both blood and the [Whispers of the Void], the stubborn light resisted. After all, anything crafted by Grungle the Maker was not easily broken. Despite his attempts to constrict it with layers of blood, it remained steadfast. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, Lorian's [Foresight] alerted him of a looming threat, making him pivot from the source-light to confront his new challenger. 
 
      
 
    The distress signal sent by the defenders had echoed beyond Greenrim. Those in Jurelli had been alerted even before the source-light had wavered. However, with their crusade being distant, their choices were limited. 
 
      
 
    Their solution? Deploying Valerie, their swiftest warrior, who eagerly accepted the mission to atone for her past errors. Hurtling through the sky, a growing fireball encapsulated her, which she hoped could overpower Lorian. 
 
      
 
    Yet, Lorian anticipated her. He waited till she was almost upon him, then unleashed the [Gate] spell twice, redirecting her fiery onslaught straight to the source-light. 
 
      
 
    Temporarily, it flared up intensely, only to have a portion of its magic essence ripped out. "Fracture," Lorian murmured again, and this time, the source-light complied. It shattered, with fragments scattering across the sands and an azure wave engulfing the heavens. 
 
      
 
    "Appreciate the assistance," Lorian shouted towards Valerie, quickly teleporting himself to safety using [Gate]. He was well aware that a face-off with Valerie wasn’t in his favor. Besides, his primary objective had been accomplished. 
 
      
 
    A horrified realization dawned on Valerie: she'd been played. If she hadn't acted impulsively, the source-light would've remained unharmed. Distraught, she whispered, "Murill... Assist me..." Only silence answered. 
 
      
 
    ----------------------------------- 
 
      
 
    Grace soared over Greenrim, astride a majestic eagle tamed by a higher-tiered tamer. While there was a tinge of envy, she remained grateful, knowing others weren't as fortunate with their chosen classes. 
 
      
 
    Lana's recent association reminded her of this. Forced to take over their family forge after inheriting her father's skills, she was trapped. Her father made it clear that she would have been doomed if not for Lorian's intervention. Yet, he preferred leeching off the forge than utilizing his skills. After Lana's execution, the forge became non-operational, leading the other children to seek livelihoods elsewhere. 
 
      
 
    Joined by the elite tamer and the immortal legion's guards, Grace made her way to the western source-light. But they were late. They could only watch as it crumbled to pieces. 
 
      
 
    "Cursed fate!" exclaimed the legion's lieutenant. "Missed by mere moments." 
 
      
 
    "At least Shigeo and Fleta can alert the rest on time," Grace mused. "They'll thwart him." 
 
      
 
    "I hope so... Why didn’t that fool use [Foresight] for once?" 
 
      
 
    He did. It just showed his downfall at Valerie's hands. But it missed out on one crucial detail: Grace's arrival. Thankfully, Grace's prediction held. As teams headed south and east, Shigeo glared from a ship's forefront while Fleta held her ground in the east. Their mission wasn't to battle Lorian, but to reassure him of their well-being and halt his vengeful spree. 
 
      
 
    The lecture about Thale's mishap could wait. 
 
      
 
    Announcement: 
 
    This intense narrative concluded earlier today on Patreon's basic tier for those eager for an early glimpse. 
 
    

  

 
  
   The Return of Lorian" (Part10) 
 
    Lorian's gaze remained fixed on the radiant source-light to the south, but he resisted the urge to approach it. There appeared to be no logical reason to do so. He seemed incapable of destroying these enigmatic sources, and Valerie, his savior in the previous encounter, couldn't be counted on for a repeat performance. Her initial intervention had been nothing short of miraculous. 
 
      
 
    However, he couldn't ignore the fact that Valerie was now a living witness to his existence and his thirst for vengeance. Besides Thale, Grant was the only other human who had recognized him and lived to tell the tale. Although, if the Five were actively working against him, the number of human witnesses might be inconsequential. 
 
      
 
    Unbeknownst to him, Lorian had no way of knowing that everyone was already aware of the crusade's progress and its devastating impact on the western source-light's defenses. His streak of good fortune had started well before Valerie's dramatic arrival. 
 
      
 
    "Even if I push [Bloodwave] to its limits, would it be enough?" he mused aloud. "That thing didn't even flinch. Maybe I should focus on giving it an armor-piercing effect?" 
 
      
 
    "Or perhaps you could, you know, consider seeking assistance," suggested Grant, who had somehow appeared directly behind him. 
 
      
 
    Lorian jumped in surprise. "How do you do that?" he complained. Then, to his dismay, he realized that [Foresight] hadn't warned him of Grant's approach. "Seriously. How did you manage to sneak up on me?" 
 
      
 
    Grant wore a self-satisfied grin. "Trade secrets, I'm afraid. I see you didn't follow my advice to seek out Ariana, but I suppose it doesn't matter at this point." 
 
      
 
    "So, what kind of help are you offering this time?" 
 
      
 
    "Why don't you take a moment to think about it?" suggested the [Tourist]. "What do you know about me, and how does it relate to your current objective?" 
 
      
 
    Although Lorian was far from foolish, he struggled to see how a mere rank one [Tourist] could contribute to the destruction of a source-light, regardless of their level. [Tourist] wasn't a combat-oriented class, nor did it seem like a crafting class that could disassemble divine artifacts. 
 
      
 
    However, Grant claimed to have killed Murill, and even if it was a surprise attack, Lorian couldn't comprehend how it was possible. 
 
      
 
    "Is this related to how you managed to defeat Murill?" he ventured. 
 
      
 
    "Exactly. Do you really believe someone like me could have accomplished that on my own, even if I caught her off guard? No, I had assistance." 
 
      
 
    Grant reached into his backpack, rummaged around, and produced a sheathed dagger, tossing it onto the ground in front of Lorian. 
 
      
 
    "After all, with Grungle as my patron, I have no shortage of powerful tools at my disposal. He forged this one specifically for you. It may not be effective against flesh, but when it touches a source-light, it will... What did he say again? Something about a mana collision, an interference pattern, vibrational modes... Lots of incomprehensible jargon. The bottom line is that when you use this dagger against a source-light, it will shatter." 
 
      
 
    A dangerous grin spread across Lorian's face. 
 
      
 
    ______________________________ 
 
      
 
    In the Holy Theocracy of Jurelli, the forces of the crusade were on the move. Surprisingly, their destination was not Lorian or the remaining source-lights, as one might expect, but a port city to the northeast, where they initiated a siege. A contingent of high-ranking fighters and priests marched boldly toward the city gate, demanding the presence of Arial and Kari. 
 
      
 
    It appeared that Illumis and Kakkerxat were displeased with Kari's undoing of Murill's work. 
 
      
 
    "You heretic and traitor to the Five!" spat a priest of Illumis, who stood at the forefront of the besieging group, angrily addressing Arial as she appeared on top of the city wall, above the gate. Spittle flew from his mouth as he ranted. "How dare you betray your goddess, the [Oracle of Gaia]!" 
 
      
 
    "I have betrayed no one," Arial replied calmly. "I have followed Her instructions faithfully." 
 
      
 
    "You would dare claim that Gaia supports a consort of demons?! Is there no limit to your shame, woman?!" 
 
      
 
    "No, I would never claim that Gaia supports a consort of demons. I would claim that Gaia has compassion for an unfortunate child, manipulated as a pawn by our enemy, who only wishes to make the world a better place. I would assert that Murill, driven by fear, acted in the interests of our enemy by killing the boy's family and setting him on a path of revenge. I would argue that Gaia desires to undo this damage before the boy, consumed by anger, becomes a demon himself—a true servant of the Other in heart and mind. Such an outcome would be a dire threat to us all." 
 
      
 
    The priest struggled to find words, his mouth opening and closing as a vein on his forehead throbbed with anger. He couldn't comprehend why Gaia hadn't struck Arial down where she stood, given the blasphemous nature of her words. It took an unusually open-minded priest to consider that the Five might not be as united as commonly believed. 
 
    Setting aside the Five and their statements, it is acknowledged that Lorian possesses sufficient power to present a threat to the entire realm," the leader of the "diplomatic" delegation interjected. 
 
      
 
    "That is correct," conceded the other party. 
 
      
 
    "Consequently, you understand our desire to eliminate this threat," he replied. 
 
      
 
    "Is it prudent to express such intentions towards Illumis's demise in the presence of a devout priest?" Arial inquired. "Or, for that matter, Gaia's while in my company." 
 
      
 
    "Do not distort my words unless you wish us to resort to force." 
 
      
 
    "However, both are capable of endangering the entire realm, as are any of the Five. Therefore, you must also seek to neutralize this threat, correct?" 
 
      
 
    "They are our deities!" 
 
      
 
    "Yet they share desires and fears akin to us mortals." 
 
      
 
    "Your repeated heresy is increasingly vexing, witch. Do not suggest the Five fear a mere mortal." 
 
      
 
    "Then why are they absent? Why do they dispatch their mortal proxies while they hide within the enigmatic domains they've crafted over centuries?" Gaia inquired, suddenly appearing beside Arial. 
 
      
 
    The delegation froze. The presence of the Goddess was unmistakable. It was not a lookalike or illusion. Gaia Herself had descended upon the realm. Even Arial, her face a blend of astonishment and reverence, knelt. 
 
      
 
    "There is no falsehood in the words of my devoted servant," She continued. "Our realm is, indeed, facing a grave peril, yet that peril was engineered by Murill. Driven by fear, she erred in judgment, giving life to her deepest fears. Now Illumis and Kakkerxat seek to safeguard our realm in their own ways, while I seek to preserve it in my own manner. I aim to mend the mind of our newfound adversary and bring him back into our fold, whereas they strive for his complete annihilation. I do not condemn their choice, but I do not endorse it either. I openly admit to fearing this 'mortal' myself, but I will not let that fear obstruct my commitment to safeguarding the people I have sworn to protect, regardless of the personal cost." 
 
      
 
    The delegation retreated in silence, for how could they contest a Goddess's words? The forces of the crusade subsequently disbanded, returning to the domains of the gods who had summoned them. However, the priests of Kakkerxat and Illumis pondered the matter. Regardless of her words, it was clear that Gaia had let fear cloud her judgment. Their own gods, who were evidently devoid of fear, had made the right choice. Could the destroyer of Thale, the scourge of Greenrim, ever be forgiven? 
 
      
 
    Gaia observed their departure, understanding their thoughts and wondering where it had all gone awry. Why were they here, threatening her priestess, instead of protecting the remaining source-lights? The road to perdition was indeed paved with good intentions. 
 
      
 
    ---------------------------------- 
 
      
 
    Lorian had discovered another frustrating limitation of [Gate], specifically [Pathfinder]: he could only use it to teleport to places he had visited before. It made sense in a way, but considering the bowl's layout, the location of the southern source-light was plainly visible. He could see it right there. So why couldn't he teleport to it? He was forced to fly the distance once more. 
 
      
 
    Of course, if he could see a place, it meant that anyone there could see him too. He was much smaller than a source-light and didn't glow as brightly, but he was well aware of the heightened perception abilities his mother possessed. It stood to reason that the defenders would have equally capable lookouts, if not better ones. 
 
      
 
    He used to say "his mom had," he corrected himself, scowling at the thought. 
 
      
 
    He descended, diving into the sea and relying on [Eternal Flesh] to replace the need for breathing. It was uncomfortable, but his experiences on the Isle of Mist had proven its effectiveness. Would the scouts have perceptive abilities that could penetrate the water? They probably did, but from this distance? Most likely not. 
 
      
 
    However, there was no guarantee. After one source-light's destruction, they would undoubtedly bolster the defenses of the remaining two. Lorian's best hope was to reach the next source-light before any reinforcements arrived. 
 
      
 
    Unbeknownst to him, the "reinforcements" were currently preoccupied with an imagined internal threat. 
 
      
 
    Even the guards stationed on sturdy, fortress-like boats—built for stability rather than speed or maneuverability—were distracted. 
 
      
 
    "I don't care how loudly you claim that Gaia's priestesses sent you!" yelled a captain. "I received no information about reinforcements, you possess none of the proper credentials, and you don't know the passwords. Consider yourself fortunate that I'm giving you the chance to depart instead of executing you on the spot for trespassing." 
 
      
 
    "For heaven's sake! How obtuse can you be?! See that source-light? Over there? No? That's because it's been destroyed. And the one responsible has a fifty-fifty chance of coming here next. I'm here to stop them!" 
 
      
 
    "We can defend the source-light against an aggressor without the assistance of a suspicious outsider like you. For all I know, you might be the one attempting to destroy this source-light. You have ten seconds to leave before I order open fire." 
 
      
 
    A line of crossbow-wielding defenders aimed at Shigeo. 
 
      
 
    "I'm not here to fight. I'm here to speak with my son." 
 
      
 
    "Five." 
 
      
 
    Shigeo muttered a profanity and then punched the captain in the face. 
 
    Lorian continued his subaquatic journey, constantly on the lookout for potential encounters and attacks. However, [Foresight] provided no insights, leaving him slightly skeptical about its reliability due to previous instances of it failing to detect threats. Nevertheless, it was impractical to keep his physical eyes open while navigating underwater at high speeds. 
 
      
 
    He decided to give [Foresight] another try, hoping to gain some insight into his immediate future. To his surprise, the vision showed him emerging from the water amidst a fleet of battleships, some of which were engulfed in flames. His initial course adjusted, bringing him closer to the burning vessels. He observed signs of a fierce battle, with lifeless bodies scattered across the decks. 
 
      
 
    His focus shifted once more as he delved deeper into the vision, and that's when he encountered something utterly inexplicable. His father's lifeless body lay there, untouched by fire, clearly succumbing to sword and arrow wounds. Blood pooled around him as Lorian stared at this surreal glimpse of the future. His father had just met his demise in this vision, but in the present, he was very much alive. 
 
      
 
    Ignoring the puzzling nature of this phenomenon, Lorian burst out of the water, and with the absence of aquatic resistance, he accelerated swiftly, taking a direct path instead of following the curvature of the terrain, reducing the distance he had to cover. 
 
      
 
    The ongoing skirmish distracted the defenders of the source-light, allowing him to arrive unnoticed. Lorian watched in disbelief as his father, still alive, battled against a multitude of adversaries. 
 
      
 
    "How...?" Lorian whispered to himself, hovering above the battle, unseen and unheard. It suddenly struck him that he needed to intervene to change the inevitable outcome. 
 
      
 
    "Stop," he commanded, and the battle instantly froze in its tracks. 
 
      
 
    He descended in front of his father, carefully scrutinizing the frozen visage for any sign of deception. He needed assurance that this wasn't some sort of trick. 
 
      
 
    "Dad?" he ventured, uncertain. 
 
      
 
    "Hey there, kiddo," came the warm reply from Shigeo. He effortlessly broke free from [Whispers of the Void]'s grip and enveloped his injured child in a loving hug. 
 
    

  

 
  
   The Return of Lorian" (Part11) 
 
    "How?" inquired Lorian. "I witnessed your lifeless body!" 
 
      
 
    "It turns out Gaia concealed a level nine healer, capable of resurrection. Your mother, Grace, and Lana are unharmed as well." 
 
      
 
    "I've never encountered any healer in history capable of resurrecting the deceased. How can I trust this isn't some form of deception?" 
 
      
 
    Shigeo contemplated, as deep thinking wasn't his strong suit. "Um... How about I address that later, and we distance ourselves from these individuals who intend to harm us first?" 
 
      
 
    Lorian surveyed the surroundings, noticing that the nearby guards were gradually recovering from his influence. He readied [Bloodwave], forming his spears. 
 
      
 
    But then he halted. 
 
      
 
    "Alright," he concurred, manipulating the blood to encircle himself and his father, lifting them from the ship and heading north, striving to remain close to the ocean's surface to avoid prying eyes. "Where's Mum?" 
 
      
 
    "She's at the eastern source light. Grace went west. You didn't happen to see her, did you?" 
 
      
 
    "No..." 
 
      
 
    "She must not have made it in time, then. Fleta can handle herself, but given the reception I received, it's wise to rescue Grace." 
 
      
 
    "I... don't anticipate that being a problem," admitted Lorian. 
 
      
 
    "Good. Because if any defenders survived, they wouldn't have allowed you to destroy the source light." 
 
      
 
    The duo continued on in an uneasy silence, more so moving away from something than toward anything. 
 
      
 
    "I must say, I'm disappointed," Shigeo sighed. "I never pegged you as the type to commit mass murder." 
 
      
 
    "They were aware," Lorian retorted. "They knew and did nothing." 
 
      
 
    Lecturing you would be quite hypocritical, as I suspect I'd behave similarly in your shoes. Nevertheless... Did you consider that perhaps they were just afraid? Remember when you questioned the guards, and only half of them indicated they'd kill someone merely because the Five ordered them to? Yes, even one was too many, but not all of them were content with what happened. They simply couldn't see an alternative." 
 
      
 
    "You didn't see Thale afterward. It was... normal. Merchants on the streets, peddling their goods. People shopping. The gate guards just... doing their duties. As if it were just an ordinary day. No one was protesting. I didn't spot anyone who seemed afraid or even troubled by what had transpired." 
 
      
 
    "Well... I'll leave the scolding to your mother. For now, shall we head to Jurelli?" 
 
      
 
    "What for?" Lorian asked suspiciously, narrowing his eyes. 
 
      
 
    "Because Gaia would very much like to meet you." 
 
      
 
    "That's nice, but I can't imagine I..." Lorian began, but the light behind him suddenly flared brighter than ever before, then extinguished. It took tens of seconds before the sound reached them, a thunderous cacophony of shattering glass, with eerie echoes and harmonics that threatened to disrupt Lorian's composure. 
 
      
 
    "So that's why it didn't instruct me to destroy the source lights. In the end, I wasn't the one who shattered either," he stated as the sky shattered and the Other breached through. "I guess I'm [The Judgement], not [The Sealbreaker]... It just wants me to deal with the Five." 
 
      
 
    "Damn," Shigeo said more bluntly. "Who in the world could have caused that?! Wait; you didn't destroy the western one either?" 
 
      
 
    "The western one was Valerie, although I deceived her into it. But the southern one could have been anyone. If Grungle gave me one of his daggers, who knows who else possesses one. With us diverting the defenders' attention, someone else could have slipped through." 
 
      
 
    "Grungle? The Maker is also involved in all of this? All we heard was that Illumis and Kakkerxat wanted to eliminate you, and Gaia wanted to heal you. Murill is gone, and Grungle wasn't supposed to be implicated." 
 
      
 
    "Not involved? Grungle initiated this!" 
 
      
 
    What Shigeo thought about that matter remained unheard because, at that moment, Arach-achanol began ripping islands from the bowl, resulting in an overwhelming cacophony. 
 
      
 
    And then it inverted the bowl, leaving the sky a familiar blue. 
 
      
 
    "Damn," Lorian echoed once it was all over. 
 
      
 
    "Change of plan; Grace will indeed require rescue. We're returning to Greenrim!" Shigeo demanded. "Fleta will find her way back to Jurelli, but we must pick up Grace. Though... I admit I have no idea where Greenrim is. Did you see it?" 
 
      
 
    "No, but it doesn't matter," Lorian replied as he activated [Gate]. 
 
      
 
    It failed. After all, they were now back in the real world, and [Gate] couldn't connect two points within the same realm, even if Greenrim still counted as a previously visited location. "Damn," he repeated. 
 
    Fleta, with her more articulate mannerisms in contrast to Shigeo, had skillfully evaded a confrontation. However, her presence was far from welcomed. She found herself relegated to one of the outermost vessels in the fleet, her weaponry confiscated, and her hands restrained behind her back, while a group of guards maintained a vigilant watch over her. 
 
      
 
    She scanned her keen eyes back and forth across the expanse, searching for any signs of approaching danger or activity around the southern source-light. To her surprise, there was no discernible commotion. While Lorian might have been too distant to spot, any significant display of magic should have been visible. It appeared that a major battle was not occurring at the moment. 
 
      
 
    Her thoughts drifted to Shigeo. She believed he would have reached the source-light in time, and she could hazard a guess about what had transpired, given her own reception. 
 
      
 
    Unexpectedly, the source-light shattered into pieces. 
 
      
 
    "Shigeo..." she whispered, acknowledging that he would have arrived in time and piecing together the likely events. 
 
      
 
    Before she could contemplate further, the sky ruptured, and the Other emerged. Thick tentacles enveloped the source-light behind her, casting a shadow over the area, and crushed it, causing shards of divine materials to rain down upon the defensive ships. The nearest vessels were swiftly engulfed, their hulls torn asunder, and a couple were split in half. Fleta's own distant ship swayed as the falling fragments displaced seawater, generating colossal waves, but it managed to evade direct damage. 
 
      
 
    Her guards aimed their crossbows at her. 
 
      
 
    "For real? This is not the time!" she exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    "You promised to protect the source-lights, both you and your husband. Does this look like protection, you deceiver!" 
 
      
 
    "You didn't allow me to protect anything! I had to persuade you to let me remain here, unarmed. Your counterparts in the south likely drove my husband away!" 
 
      
 
    "Or we successfully thwarted you, and your husband convinced them he was there to assist and then betrayed them." 
 
      
 
    "Why is everyone so... so... foolish!" Fleta grumbled in frustration. "Anyway, I need to return to Jurelli." 
 
      
 
    She surveyed the altered horizon, which now encircled the ship. It was no longer close to the rim, and the vessel had been spun in an unknown direction by the waves generated by the falling source-light. 
 
      
 
    "Do you genuinely believe we'll let you go after this?" 
 
      
 
    "No," she sighed as she gracefully leaped into the air, bending her knees and swinging her arms underneath to bring her cuffed hands to the front, just in time to intercept the first crossbow bolt with the chain, which shattered and freed her hands. "I'm not naive. Just disappointed." 
 
      
 
    More bolts followed, but Fleta blurred between them, incapacitating each guard in succession. Fortunately, they hadn't stationed the best of the best to watch over her. The finest had joined the crusade, and the most skilled among the rest had been on the central ships. 
 
      
 
    Notwithstanding the sinking of the ships, not all had perished, and the survivors were swimming toward the intact vessels at enhanced speeds. Before any could reach her, Fleta paid a visit to the ship's captain. Fear worked both ways, especially since he possessed a maritime class, not a combat-oriented one. A slight cut on his back from a drawn sword blade was sufficient to persuade him to leave the area. He even had the navigational expertise to determine the direction of the nearby islands, and Fleta had witnessed enough of the Other's actions with islands to deduce their location in relation to Jurelli. 
 
      
 
    --- 
 
      
 
    Lorian contemplated his options. The dark void realm was ruled out; it seemed to be lethally dangerous. Thus, he had to choose between the forest with carnivorous plants, the flesh cave, or an uncontrolled portal. However, he was in a hurry, and [Gate] would be the quickest option. 
 
      
 
    The flesh cave, though unpleasant, had not tried to consume him. Besides, he didn't anticipate staying there for long. 
 
      
 
    "This is going to get weird. You might want to hold your breath, just in case," he advised before casting [Gate] and stepping through the crimson portal. His feet squelched as he landed. 
 
      
 
    Shigeo, being somewhat heavier, sank into the floor slightly, causing blood to ooze out and pool around his ankles. 
 
      
 
    "What the..." he began, but Lorian quickly pulled him into the next [Gate], not wanting to linger in that place. 
 
      
 
    Shigeo unleashed a string of impolite words. 
 
      
 
    "I'd recognize that voice anywhere," Grace remarked. 
 
      
 
    "Wow, good shot, kiddo," Shigeo commented. "But please don't do that again." 
 
      
 
    "Sorry, but I can't teleport between two locations in the same world, and that was the best intermediary world I could find." 
 
      
 
    "...I'd hate to see the worst." 
 
      
 
    "Sorry to interrupt," the immortal legion's lieutenant interjected, "but could you explain what just happened? You two are here, seemingly on amicable terms, yet the southern source-light was destroyed." 
 
      
 
    "It wasn't me," Lorian responded, glancing around at his audience. 
 
      
 
    He noticed Valerie standing behind a group of guards and instinctively assumed a defensive posture, anticipating an imminent fire attack. However, his [Foresight] did not provide any warning. Valerie appeared catatonic, her eyes open but vacant, completely unresponsive to Lorian's arrival. 
 
      
 
    "Easy there! We're not your enemies," the lieutenant assured him. 
 
      
 
    "What about her, behind you?" Lorian inquired. 
 
      
 
    "We... don't know what's wrong with her," the lieutenant admitted. "We assumed her condition was a result of your actions." 
 
      
 
    "I did deceive her into destroying the source-light. Maybe it's shock from that?" 
 
      
 
    Anger flickered across the faces of the legion members upon hearing Lorian openly admit responsibility for the source-light. Nevertheless, they were professionals following orders. 
 
      
 
    "Grungle wanted them destroyed. If the one who created them made that decision, they would have been broken sooner or later, with or without my involvement. All we can do is make the best of the situation." 
 
      
 
    "Grungle? How is the Maker involved?" the lieutenant asked, puzzled. "Gaia never mentioned his role." 
 
      
 
    "I don't know. Let's go ask. I can teleport us as far as Thale." 
 
      
 
    "I believe I can navigate us back from there. We had a clear view of the Other's actions from here." 
 
      
 
    "Yes, especially the part where it destroyed Jurelli," added one of the subordinates. 
 
      
 
    "... We don't know the extent of the damage. And don't forget that Gaia has Kari." 
 
      
 
    "Wait, what?" Lorian exclaimed, as he had not witnessed that part from his sea-level vantage point. 
 
      
 
    "It slammed its tentacles down on four of the cathedral cities. Only Murill's was spared, presumably because she's already deceased." 
 
      
 
    "No..." Lorian uttered. 
 
      
 
    "No?" 
 
      
 
    "I don't believe the Other would have killed the Five. That task was left to me." 
 
      
 
    "We witnessed that creature completely obliterate the cities. Do you genuinely think everyone survived?" 
 
      
 
    "Oh, no. Absolutely not. Most likely, everyone residing there perished. But the Five themselves..." 
 
      
 
    "Let's just get over there," Shigeo interjected, prompting Lorian to use [Gate] once more. 
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    Grace's guardians didn't share Shigeo's enthusiasm for the flesh cave, but they pressed forward nonetheless, heading towards Jurelli. Grace's team rode on their enormous eagles, which had shown a peculiar interest in the flesh cave until their handler intervened and prevented them from feasting on it. Meanwhile, Lorian and Shigeo opted for the [Bloodwave] express, not quite as speedy as teleportation, but the consolidation of the islands had considerably reduced the travel time to their destination. 
 
      
 
    Upon arrival, they were greeted by the unexpected sight of a refugee camp. A multitude of people, at least ten thousand strong, of all ages, bustled around a crater that had clearly resulted from a celestial impact, with remnants of Gaia's former port city strewn about the edges. Skilled carpenters, masons, and even earth mages were working diligently to construct homes from the surrounding soil. 
 
      
 
    "Hmm, I didn't anticipate this many survivors," remarked Lorian. 
 
      
 
    "I highly doubt there were originally," the lieutenant replied. "As long as Kari survived, restoring the entire city wouldn't have been a problem, provided she arrived promptly. The other temple cities may not have been as fortunate." 
 
      
 
    Descending to ground level, they quickly located a Gaian priestess who directed them to an isolated hut along the coast. Inside were Kari, the [Chosen of Gaia], Arial, the [Oracle of Gaia], and Gaia the Mother, who appeared deeply troubled. 
 
      
 
    "So, you return with Shigeo, but the source-lights are still destroyed," Gaia sighed. "It seems my plan has utterly failed." 
 
      
 
    "In fact, it succeeded. I didn't destroy the southern source-light," Lorian pointed out. "Someone else did after we left." 
 
      
 
    The Mother looked skeptical. "Destroying a source-light is no small feat. There are few in the bowl who could have done so." 
 
      
 
    In response, Lorian produced Grungle's dagger and tossed it at Gaia's feet. "I couldn't even scratch them myself. I was given this to complete the task." 
 
      
 
    Gaia recognized the dagger as the work of her peer and said, "Then our fate was sealed from the beginning." 
 
      
 
    "My Lady?" Arial inquired. 
 
      
 
    "That dagger is the creation of the Maker," Gaia sighed. "This betrayal must have been set in motion long before Lorian assumed his class." 
 
      
 
    "Lorian!" Fleta's voice called out as she entered. "You're alive!" She hugged him briefly before delivering a sharp slap to his face. 
 
      
 
    "...I probably deserved that," Lorian muttered. 
 
      
 
    "You deserve much more than that, young man," she scowled, then promptly hugged him again. 
 
      
 
    Lorian wisely refrained from commenting on the mixed signals. 
 
      
 
    "Setting aside the past, we must now plan for the future," Gaia said after a moment's reflection, taking advantage of Fleta's brief distraction. Certain facts were becoming clearer, and some seemingly coincidental events were not. "Grungle's plan appears to have gone astray, and now the survivors are in a far worse situation than they might have been otherwise." 
 
      
 
    "His plan? Just a moment ago, you didn't even know he was involved. How can you know his plan?" Shigeo inquired, voicing Lorian's thoughts. 
 
      
 
    "There was an elf where he shouldn't have been, a beggar on Hrellisti's streets. A [Neophyte Alchemist]. And Lana, the [Neophyte Smith]. I suspect that if the Other hadn't intervened, Grungle would have bestowed upon you the class of [Neophyte Tailor]." 
 
      
 
    Lorian blinked. He had suspected that Grungle would give him an unfavorable class, but how did that fit into his plan? A [Neophyte Tailor] wouldn't have been capable of destroying any source-lights. 
 
      
 
    "What? How would that have helped?" Shigeo asked, echoing Lorian's confusion. 
 
      
 
    "Those three classes, when combined, create a loophole. At higher levels, with the right perks and feats, they can craft enchanted items that enable them to create more potent enchanted items indefinitely." 
 
      
 
    Lorian recalled the green-haired boy from his initial vision. The architecture around the corpse resembled Hrellisti. Had that elf been the one he was supposed to encounter? And Lana, too... Was he meant to become involved with her? 
 
      
 
    He frowned, realizing how close he had come to becoming entangled in Grungle's scheme. If he hadn't turned back, he would have been ensnared by the Maker's plan. But now, without his interference, the elf was presumably dead, and the vision had come to fruition. Everyone in Thale was also dead by his hand. Could Grungle's plot have been any more disastrous? 
 
      
 
    Gaia certainly believed it couldn't. She stated that the survivors were now in a much worse position, and the reason was clear: enchanted items could be shared. Lorian might have ascended to rank ten, rivaling the Five in power, but he wasn't omnipresent. The entire population had been thrust into a world overrun by demons and monsters. 
 
      
 
    ...And yet, just hours earlier, this had been exactly the outcome he had hoped for. 
 
      
 
    "What do we do now?" he asked. 
 
      
 
    There was no immediate response. 
 
      
 
    "Anyone?" 
 
      
 
    "I don't think there's anything we can do," Gaia replied. "It's likely that all human settlements will fall to monsters, demons, and dragons in the coming weeks, and we lack the means to protect them. Moreover, a significant portion of the human fighting force was in the cities of Illumis and Kakkerxat, as they attempted to defend themselves from you. If we attempt to gather everyone into a smaller, more defensible area, they will simply starve." 
 
    Lorian contemplated, revisiting the memories of the flesh cave. Another realm, distinct from this one or the bowl-shaped world. The Other had never protested against humans leaving his domain; instead, he had lamented the theft of a portion of his realm. Could he locate a different world suitable for evacuating the survivors? 
 
      
 
    Gaining control over the portal's destination was a promising step, but actively searching for a hospitable environment was preferable. That required more levels, and considering his current location, there appeared to be an apparent means to acquire them. 
 
      
 
    "Gaia, are you certain that humanity cannot thrive in this world?" Lorian inquired. 
 
      
 
    Everyone in the room perked up, caught off guard by Lorian's newfound confidence. Shigeo asked, "Have you come up with a plan?" 
 
      
 
    "Maybe. It's not a flawless plan, but it's something." 
 
      
 
    "I do not believe humanity would go extinct, but I do not believe civilization would survive," Gaia responded. 
 
      
 
    "Right. Then I need another feat for [Gate], and then we'll evacuate." 
 
      
 
    Gaia chuckled at that. "I see... And to obtain that feat, you need levels... Very well, I grant you permission, though I suspect you weren't seeking it. And if I survive, I will propose something to you." 
 
      
 
    "My Lady?" Arial inquired. "What are you..." Her question was cut short as Lorian fulfilled his class's purpose, casting [Divine Judgment]. After all, when he considered his options with [Poetic Justice], one seemed absolutely perfect. 
 
      
 
    --- 
 
      
 
    In a different pocket dimension, a wooden lodge was adorned with trophies from fantastical creatures. Animal hides covered the floor, and fangs and claws were displayed in glass cases. An array of mounted heads adorned the walls, including that of an elder dragon positioned above an elevated chair, its mouth open as if ready to breathe fire. Weapons, such as axes, swords, and spears, were mounted between the heads. 
 
      
 
    Kakkerxat occupied the elevated chair, chin resting on his hand as he stared into a firepit in the center of the room. The fire crackled, heating a pot perched on top. 
 
      
 
    Unlike Illumis' pocket realm, this place wasn't entirely artificial; the pot contained a hearty meat stew. However, Kakkerxat had little appetite. He found himself cut off from his worshippers, uncertain about his next steps. He refused to acknowledge fear, being the Mighty, but his actions were driven by pragmatism. Facing the Other head-on was futile, and he chose to wait for an opportunity to strike back. 
 
      
 
    His sweat, he insisted, was due to the firepit's proximity rather than fear. The fire, typically harmless, felt exceptionally scorching that day. 
 
      
 
    Thus, the once-great warrior stewed, much like his stew. There was a time when he would have charged into battle without hesitation, laughing in the face of even the Other's tentacles. But now, he remained cowering in his pocket dimension. 
 
      
 
    On the wall, his mighty axe was displayed among other weapons. From a distance, it gleamed as if new, but closer inspection revealed its dull edge and a thin layer of rust. It had been polished for display but hadn't been properly maintained or used in a long time. What truly revealed Kakkerxat's decline was the fact that none of his weapons were in his grasp; they all hung on the wall. 
 
      
 
    A portal opened on the opposite side of the firepit, bringing a faint sea breeze. "Gaia?" Kakkerxat exclaimed, recognizing her voice. 
 
      
 
    "How did you enter this place?" he asked. "And why did you come here? The Other could have followed you!" 
 
      
 
    "It could have, but it won't. The Other has lost interest in us. You know it appointed a judge from our own people." 
 
      
 
    "If not for your interference..." 
 
      
 
    "My intervention changed nothing. We were all betrayed. Grungle sought to destroy the source lights, and he had more followers than Lorian." 
 
      
 
    "Don't even speak that aberration's name," muttered Kakkerxat. As he turned a corner, he found himself face to face with Lorian, with Gaia standing behind. 
 
      
 
    "[Divine Punishment]," Lorian declared, and Kakkerxat collapsed to the floor. 
 
      
 
    In another pocket dimension, a wooden lodge was adorned with trophies from fantastical creatures. Animal hides covered the floor, and fangs and claws were displayed in glass cases. An array of mounted heads adorned the walls, including that of an elder dragon positioned above an elevated chair, its mouth open as if ready to breathe fire. Weapons, such as axes, swords, and spears, were mounted between the heads. 
 
      
 
    Kakkerxat occupied the elevated chair, chin resting on his hand as he stared into a firepit in the center of the room. The fire crackled, heating a pot perched on top. 
 
      
 
    Unlike Illumis' pocket realm, this place wasn't entirely artificial; the pot contained a hearty meat stew. However, Kakkerxat had little appetite. He found himself cut off from his worshippers, uncertain about his next steps. He refused to acknowledge fear, being the Mighty, but his actions were driven by pragmatism. Facing the Other head-on was futile, and he chose to wait for an opportunity to strike back. 
 
      
 
    His sweat, he insisted, was due to the firepit's proximity rather than fear. The fire, typically harmless, felt exceptionally scorching that day. 
 
      
 
    Thus, the once-great warrior stewed, much like his stew. There was a time when he would have charged into battle without hesitation, laughing in the face of even the Other's tentacles. But now, he remained cowering in his pocket dimension. 
 
      
 
    On the wall, his mighty axe was displayed among other weapons. From a distance, it gleamed as if new, but closer inspection revealed its dull edge and a thin layer of rust. It had been polished for display but hadn't been properly maintained or used in a long time. What truly revealed Kakkerxat's decline was the fact that none of his weapons were in his grasp; they all hung on the wall. 
 
      
 
    A portal opened on the opposite side of the firepit, bringing a faint sea breeze. "Gaia?" Kakkerxat exclaimed, recognizing her voice. 
 
      
 
    "How did you enter this place?" he asked. "And why did you come here? The Other could have followed you!" 
 
      
 
    "It could have, but it won't. The Other has lost interest in us. You know it appointed a judge from our own people." 
 
      
 
    "If not for your interference..." 
 
      
 
    "My intervention changed nothing. We were all betrayed. Grungle sought to destroy the source lights, and he had more followers than Lorian." 
 
      
 
    "Don't even speak that aberration's name," muttered Kakkerxat. As he turned a corner, he found himself face to face with Lorian, with Gaia standing behind. 
 
      
 
    "[Divine Punishment]," Lorian declared, and Kakkerxat collapsed to the floor. 
 
      
 
    In another pocket dimension, a wooden lodge was adorned with trophies from fantastical creatures. Animal hides covered the floor, and fangs and claws were displayed in glass cases. An array of mounted heads adorned the walls, including that of an elder dragon positioned above an elevated chair, its mouth open as if ready to breathe fire. Weapons, such as axes, swords, and spears, were mounted between the heads. 
 
      
 
    Kakkerxat occupied the elevated chair, chin resting on his hand as he stared into a 
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    "Shall we proceed to Grungle?" Gaia inquired, her spirits lifted by the unwavering faith of humanity. They re-entered the world below, where Kari, panting from her efforts, had successfully resurrected the deceased inhabitants of Kakkerxat's once-coastal city. 
 
      
 
    "No," Lorian replied firmly. "He won't meddle further than he already has. He waits for me, but I will never go to him. His victory is his own punishment. He retains his power but lacks the source-lights to wield it effectively. He'll forever fear the Other and choose isolation, tormenting himself to avoid death." 
 
      
 
    "...Your thoughts remain as bleak as ever, despite your vengeance," Gaia sighed. "I hope healing will come in time. But for now, we must visit his city." 
 
      
 
    Lorian nodded and employed [Gate], omitting [Pathfinder], allowing Gaia to guide them to their destination. "I won't break my promise." 
 
      
 
    "I wish you would," Kari gasped. "Thank you for the power boost, my Lady, but resurrecting the thoroughly crushed is still challenging." 
 
      
 
    Gaia offered a gentle smile and effortlessly eased Kari's breathing with a wave of her hand.  
 
      
 
    "...That works too," Kari added. "What did Lorian do?" 
 
      
 
    "I made them into gods," Lorian replied. 
 
      
 
    "That doesn't explain much... How is that a punishment?" 
 
      
 
    "It shouldn't be," Gaia answered as they arrived in the Maker's holy city. "It's they who make it so. [Poetic Justice], indeed." 
 
      
 
    "There's no such thing as free power," Lorian clarified. "As 'gods,' I simply had them draw power from their believers. Unfortunately, they have none. But don't worry; they won't perish. They'll always have the opportunity to gain followers." 
 
      
 
    "Except they now lack the ability to leave their domains," Gaia sighed. 
 
      
 
    "What are you talking about?" Kari frowned as she spread her enhanced [Resurrection] across the city's crushed remains. "They have plenty of believers." 
 
      
 
    "No. People believe in Kakkerxat the Mighty, the hero and great warrior, the slayer of monsters and dragons, the fearless protector of the weak. They don't believe in a Kakkerxat who cowers unarmed, confined to his domain, too afraid to leave." 
 
      
 
    Kari pondered that. "So, if he changes his mindset, he regains his powers? And if my Lady ever wants to retire..." 
 
      
 
    Gaia smiled wryly. "A debilitating curse or a fantastic blessing, depending solely on one's mindset. But we can discuss this later." 
 
      
 
    "Yes, I know," Kari sighed, preparing [Resurrection]. 
 
      
 
    "But this is only a temporary respite," Gaia lamented. "Unimaginable terrors are approaching, ones no one born in this world can comprehend, and you haven't leveled up enough for a new feat." 
 
      
 
    "You'd think judging the Five would've earned more experience," Lorian sighed before looking pensive. "Terrors, huh? I have an idea... No one will like it, especially not me, but it might work." 
 
      
 
    "No," Gaia declared. "I won't allow it." 
 
      
 
    "I haven't even told you my plan!" 
 
      
 
    "You plan to curse yourself similarly to what you've done to us, drawing power from people's fear. The crusade's forces have been resurrected, and they all know what you've done. Soon, we'll restore Thale, including those who died by your hand, those who will fear you the most. I see you as the biggest victim in all of this, and I won't let you self-destruct like that." 
 
      
 
    "Do you have a better idea?" 
 
      
 
    "...I do not. But even your plan isn't foolproof. How do you expect to find a habitable world large enough to relocate an entire population? And even if you do, how many will perish from starvation as old farmlands are abandoned?" 
 
      
 
    "I bet the pocket space you created for yourself is pretty fertile. How big can you make it now?" 
 
      
 
    "Not big enough." 
 
      
 
    "Too bad. We wouldn't have even needed [Gate], since you can create your own portals. With one in every temple, evacuation would be easy." 
 
      
 
    The unlikely duo observed Kari as she finished her work, wobbling on her feet but successfully bringing tens of thousands back to life, looking dazed and confused. 
 
      
 
    "All... All done..." she panted. "Onwards... to... to..." 
 
      
 
    Gaia caught her as she collapsed. "Perhaps a brief break is in order," she suggested, but Kari responded only with gentle snores. 
 
      
 
    "Thale isn't going anywhere, after all," Lorian agreed, activating [Gate] to the flesh cave and another leading to Thale, no longer needing Gaia's assistance. 
 
      
 
    The trio entered, Gaia carrying Kari, and surveyed the burnt wasteland—a desolate patch of scorched earth with only ruined walls to hint at its former existence as a town. A sight that brought back many memories for Lorian, including the family he had cold-bloodedly slaughtered. 
 
      
 
    He vomited. 
 
      
 
    "Oh? Do you regret your actions?" Gaia asked. 
 
      
 
    "No," Lorian replied flatly. "They did what they did, and I did what I did. Their crimes remain, regardless of Kari's [Resurrection]." 
 
    "Why did you allow me to resurrect them?" He remained silent, gazing out over the ruined city. "[Tears of the Forgotten]," he whispered, a solitary tear falling to the ground. Through it, he reached for the memories of the deceased. 
 
      
 
    Gaia winced, and Kari woke up screaming. Lorian, however, stood motionless, allowing the memories to engulf him. 
 
      
 
    "So, you're willing to go that far?" Gaia inquired, her voice tinged with unease as Kari thrashed about, her face contorted in fear as she relived the memories of his violence. 
 
      
 
    "I don't need your consent, just as you don't need mine," Lorian grinned. "And if I provide you with enough power, can you expand your domain?" 
 
      
 
    "...Yes," Gaia reluctantly admitted. "But even so, I can't imagine it will be sufficient." 
 
      
 
    "It doesn't have to be. Even if you call for an evacuation, not everyone will heed the call." 
 
      
 
    "What are you talking about?" Kari asked. "What did Lorian just do?" 
 
      
 
    "I made sure everyone knows I am [the Judgement]." 
 
      
 
    Gaia, sensing the emphasis on 'everyone,' shuddered, knowing that it wasn't just her and Kari who had witnessed the memories. 
 
      
 
    "And that's why I'm allowing you to resurrect Thale," Lorian continued. "Mercy is your domain, not mine." 
 
      
 
    "You're insane," she sighed. "Kari, I'm sorry, but it's your turn again." 
 
      
 
    Kari sighed as she focused on using [Resurrection] on Thale. 
 
      
 
    "Mad? Perhaps. But staying sane after the Other peeked into my ritual of paths would be even stranger. Besides, once you explain the demon threat and people see the last moments of those killed by them, it might convince them." 
 
      
 
    Lorian watched as the people of Thale were restored, but only the people. Kari had no power over the dead wood and stone, leaving the city in ruins, ravaged by demons and Valerie's flames. 
 
      
 
    "Will your ability work on yourself?" Gaia inquired as the restored population looked around in confusion, shielding their eyes from the blazing sun in the unfamiliar sky. 
 
      
 
    "And who else in the bowl do you think deserves punishment more than me?" Lorian grinned. "[Divine Punishment]." 
 
      
 
    His grin widened as he felt the surge of faith flowing into him. Not the adoration that empowered Gaia, but fear and hatred. Even Kari struggled to meet his gaze without trembling, especially as his features contorted under the influence of the beliefs he drew power from. 
 
      
 
    "Come then," Gaia sighed, realizing just how much Lorian had grown in power. "Let us create our own world." 
 
      
 
    "Yes, let's. Hopefully before nightfall; I suspect much of the faith I'm gathering will be directed towards that once it's visible." 
 
      
 
    And so, the Five became the Two—the goddess and the devil. Both called for evacuation, motivating the people with promises of entering Gaia's sacred land and threats of their fate if they remained. 
 
      
 
    High above, an unknowable presence watched them depart. Its thoughts were beyond human comprehension, leading everyone to believe it cared about being betrayed. In reality, the greater crime of the Five was stifling progress, preventing others from rising to challenge them. Stagnation was the true sin. 
 
      
 
    Thus, it allowed them to flee, trusting that they would return. Gaia's power had limits, even with Lorian's aid, and the orcs would inevitably overflow in a few decades, followed by humans a few centuries later. 
 
      
 
    Would Lorian survive? Would the people turn on their devil, unaware that his demise would shatter their sheltered realm? Even for an entity like Arach-achanol, time was just another dimension, and not all futures were certain. 
 
      
 
    Announcement: 
 
    And we've come to the end. This alternate story was written mostly in the spirit of the original, without much planning. Each chapter was written the day before it was scheduled for publication on Patreon. The characters reacted organically, with no predetermined ending in mind. It turned out to be 13 chapters long, which was a surprise. I initially expected Lorian to wander around and fight, but he started cautiously, and without the Five pushing him, he wouldn't have done anything interesting for years. 
 
      
 
    It could have been an interesting story on its own; he couldn't have remained hidden forever, and human plots against him could have been intriguing. But we got what we got. 
 
      
 
    That's it for now. My other stories, like "An Unbound Soul," have concluded, so it's a good time for a binge-read. My current active story, "An Unborn Hero," follows a fetus assembling a team of magical girls from inside one of those magical girl's wombs, and it's just as whimsical as it sounds. For those who've read "A Friendly Voidling," "A (Not So) Simple Fetch Quest," or "A Lonely Dungeon," each has additional side stories post-completion (although not as long as this one), so if you're the type to unfollow a story after finishing it, you might want to check if you've missed anything. 
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