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      Chapter 90: Above the Clouds


      When I came to, I saw a sea of white.


      Where am I...?


      My thoughts hazy, I scanned the strange scenery around me: a vast, colorless expanse that reminded me of clouds stretching out as far as the eye could see. My body felt weightless, like I was floating in midair.


      How did I get here...?


      My father had always loved stories, and the view before me brought to mind the afterlife he had described when I was young—a world above the clouds where people went after they died. The last thing I could remember was being struck by a skeleton messily covered with flesh, and at once I was led to a single conclusion.


      Had it killed me? Was I dead?


      That has to be it...


      Strangely enough, the thought didn’t bother me as much as I’d expected. I was at peace. A delicate, pure-white blanket covered my surroundings, and the sun seemed to hover in the distant sky. It was an ethereal view—which made perfect sense, assuming that I was no longer in the world of the living.


      I see. I guess I really am dead.


      As I was on the verge of accepting that fact, however, I noticed a sudden discomfort in my right hand. It was curiously heavy, even though the rest of me was drifting through the air. I cast my eyes down and noticed that I was still gripping my black sword.


      But...why?


      Did a person’s favorite possession follow them into the afterlife? That seemed reasonable enough, but it wasn’t the only thing bothering me.


      My body...kind of hurts.


      I was supposed to be dead, yet I could feel pain all over—and not just a small twinge. On top of that, the air seemed awfully cold and thin; it was hard to breathe without conscious effort.


      Oh, I get it.


      The dead could still experience pain, and they still needed to breathe. I thought that was kind of strange, but what did I know? I’d never been to the afterlife before. If anything, it was relieving to learn that I could discover new things even in death.


      A new sense of discomfort spread through me. This time, it felt like I was being dragged downward—like the white sea below was pulling me in. I was terrified of heights, but curiously enough, I didn’t feel at all scared; the ground just looked so...inviting. Besides, I’d already died once, and it wasn’t like I could die again. Surely I could just relax.


      Wait...what?


      I’d expected things to go exactly as my father had once told me: I’d come to rest on fluffy white clouds and meet a nonhuman being with an equally white beard. I’d actually been looking forward to it. Rather than stopping when I’d reached the ground, however, I’d gone straight through it. Was my sword to blame?


      Even when you’re dead, I guess there are plenty of things you’ve gotta consider, huh?


      That absent-minded thought drifted through my head as I watched the haze covering my vision stream upward like a great white river.


      As my descent continued, I started to worry. It didn’t look like I was anywhere near the ground. I also had the vaguest sense that I was moving faster and faster.


      I wonder where I’m going...


      All of a sudden, my field of vision opened up. I’d broken through the bottom of a thick bank of what appeared to be clouds.


      Yep. Those are definitely clouds.


      This was my first time seeing them up close, so I’d originally doubted my eyes, but now the truth was clear to me: these were the same fluffy white things I was so used to watching float through the sky. And they were speeding away from me.


      What’s going on?


      I adjusted slightly to see a little more of what was below me. In the distance, I spotted a mountain range that looked vaguely similar to the one I’d gazed at through the coach’s window during our journey to Mithra.


      No, wait—they were the same mountains!


      As much as I struggled to remember people’s names, I was confident in my ability to recognize terrain. And once I’d realized that the mountain range below was the same one that overlooked the city of Mithra, I started to notice other landmarks too. The wondrous sights of another world had given way to something much more real.


      Don’t tell me this means what I think it means...


      Despite my nerves, I finally committed to doing what I’d been trying to avoid this entire time: looking straight down.


      ...!!!


      Directly below me were a familiar-looking cityscape and the roof of a very distinct cathedral. They were tiny, and I tore my eyes away so quickly that I got only a glimpse of them, but it was still enough for me to realize I was above the city of Mithra.


      In other words...I was in the sky!


      It made no sense. I’d been underground just a moment ago, so how had I ended up here? So illogical was my situation that I had to wonder whether I was dreaming.


      Then I remembered a fragment of what had caused me to black out. During my battle against the skeleton monster, it had scooped the ground out from under me and thrown me upward. I’d crashed through the ceiling of the dungeon, using my sword to protect my head, and then—


      Oh.


      That one blow must have sent me through the roof of the Cathedral and up into the sky. It was a working theory and nothing more, but it explained why my head throbbed so intensely. And assuming I was correct, that meant I’d shot high above the clouds before beginning my upside-down descent.


      ...?!


      Once again, I quickly looked in the direction I was falling—and my body immediately froze up. That was when it finally hit me: I wasn’t dead yet!


      ...!!!


      The moment I recognized the predicament I was in, I almost passed out again. There was no doubt about it: below me was the neat and orderly city of Mithra. It looked more like a tiny diorama than an actual place, which just went to show how high up I was. How far had that skeleton’s blow sent me?


      I was physically helpless as I plunged toward the city below. The situation alone made me dizzy enough that I wanted to pass out, but I clung to consciousness; if my fear took hold, my landing would leave more than just a few scrapes and scratches.


      I desperately clenched my teeth, trying to endure the terror as I continued to accelerate. This didn’t make any sense. The air should have been pushing against me, moderating my speed to at least some degree, but I couldn’t feel any wind resistance at all. It was the same sensation as when I activated my [Featherstep] skill.


      Yep. But I’m not even using it right now.


      My vision blurred so drastically that it looked like the world around me had melted. I was falling at a speed I’d never experienced before, but why? It didn’t make sense.


      Oh. Is it because of this?


      I stared down at the black sword in my hand. Its dull blade was “cutting” through the air as, for whatever reason, it vigorously dragged me downward. The same thing had happened when I fell through the dungeon.


      Though I couldn’t even begin to imagine how any of this had come to be, one thing was clear to me: this was really bad. The scenery around me was an indistinguishable mess of colors; I couldn’t make out anything except my destination. This was my first time moving at such an absurd speed, and I was only getting faster.


      “...!!!”


      I was so terrified that my voice refused to leave my throat, and relaxing for even the shortest moment would almost certainly cause me to pass out. As long as I continued to hold my black sword, I wouldn’t be able to slow down, but casting it aside would leave me without its reliable sturdiness to protect me as I collided with the ground. In the latter case, my death was inevitable. In the former, it was only extremely likely.


      Gripping the sword as tightly as I could, I fought against the terror coursing through me and forced my eyes wide open, keeping them fixed on where I was due to land. As I awaited the inevitable collision, I loosed a voiceless scream.


      “...!!!”


      Upon reaching Mithra, I whipped through the blown-apart roof of the Cathedral. The giant skeletal monster from before was directly below me, waiting where I was about to land. Hadn’t it been deep underground a mere moment ago? Maybe it had clambered to the surface using the hole I’d created during my skyward ascent. That didn’t explain why it was suddenly so dark outside, though. Just what was going on?


      More questions were running through my mind than I could count, but there was something far more important I needed to deal with first. My target was in the perfect position.


      [Parry]


      At just the right moment, I used all of my might and momentum to bring my black sword crashing down on the monstrosity’s head, breaking my fall in the process.
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      Chapter 91: Twenty Thousand Years of Hunger


      As I used my [Divine Shield] to scythe through the waves of monsters continuously spilling from the depths of the Dungeon of Lamentation, I frantically attempted to grasp the situation we had found ourselves in.


      What in the world is happening?


      Upon reaching this chamber stacked high with Demons’ Hearts, Rolo and I had carried out the order given to us by Prince Rein. Our next move should have been to escape, but that was easier said than done. I was unable to move from where I stood, and Rolo was slumped over on his knees, still reeling from the immense shock of our discovery. He simply stared at the mounds of crimson gemstones before him, making not a sound as tears streamed down his face.


      I couldn’t blame Rolo for his inaction; he was an intelligent child, so he must have understood what it meant for his people’s remains to have been stockpiled down here in the darkness, hidden from the world. It was a revelation too traumatic for any twelve-year-old to endure, which was why I’d prepared to escape with him in my arms if the need arose.


      Unfortunately for us both, our situation had deteriorated so much that carrying Rolo to safety was no longer an option for me. Following our arrival at this chamber, powerful monsters had immediately begun spewing forth from the darkness. Sweeping through their vast numbers had been easy enough with my sword of light, but there hadn’t been an end to the blasted creatures.


      From there, our struggles had somehow managed to get even worse. The dungeon’s walls had shaken and crumbled under the strain of a thunderous tremor, and as if on cue, the number of monsters pouring out of the darkness had increased exponentially. Now they surged toward us with all the forcefulness of an avalanche.


      Rolo’s safety is my top priority.


      Still without a firm grasp of our predicament, I maintained the shield of light I’d placed around Rolo, keeping him protected as I continued to cleave through monsters with my radiant swords. Even while covering for him, one swing was enough to fell dozens of our foes, but my offensive wasn’t enough; the veritable plague of beasts formed a gapless, ever-advancing wall that refused to allow me any room to breathe.


      Time was against me in this ordeal. As things stood, sweeping up Rolo and trying to flee would only end poorly for us, so I chose to wait, praying that he would regain his composure while I kept the monsters at bay.


      Once more, a cacophonous rumble shook the entire dungeon. An impact somewhere above—one resembling an explosion—created deep fissures in the sturdy walls around us.


      “Ines.” Out of nowhere, Rolo looked up at me. “Something’s coming down from above. Something big.”


      “Excuse me?”


      The tremors must have been a portent of more strangeness to come. Just as Rolo had said, something was crashing through the earth above us, as if an unstoppable force had driven it deep into the ground. And it was almost upon us!


      Watch out!


      Acting on instinct, I took Rolo in my arms and leaped out of harm’s way as the ceiling came apart with a deafening crash. A massive thing fell through the fresh hole, crushing the horde of monsters below.


      The thing—no, the being—was a freakish, gargantuan abomination. Its head was caved in, and the rough-hewn flesh clinging to its bones made it look more like a ghoul than anything else. Most notable were its clothes: a resplendent, familiar-looking robe bedecked with precious gemstones. It took me a short while to process what I was looking at, but an answer eventually came to me.


      “Holy...Mithra...?”


      The monster’s robe looked identical to the one featured in the many depictions of Holy Mithra displayed throughout the Theocracy. Extensive burn marks marred the authority the white garment had once represented, to say nothing of the grossly disfigured skull of the creature wearing it.


      How had such a monstrosity ended up here, of all places? As I grappled with that question, a horrendous wail erupted from a cavity buried deep in the creature’s face—the horrid remains of its mouth, I assumed.


      “AAAAAAGGGHHHHHH!”


      Then, one of the creature’s incomplete eyeballs swiveled in its socket. It came to rest on Rolo before a monstrous hand shot out to grab him.


      “F-FOUNNNDDD...YUH-YOU!”


      [Divine Shield]


      At once, I summoned a wall of light to block the monster’s hand. I was successful, but only by the skin of my teeth—another fraction of a second might have cost Rolo his life. Cold sweat trickled down my brow; the atrocity moved far too quickly for its gargantuan frame.


      “AAAAAAAAAAAAGGGHHHHHH!”


      In a fit of madness and rage, the abomination continuously slammed its fist against the radiant wall. My shield prevented all impacts from getting through, but seeing our foe’s unbridled fury brought me to a swift conclusion: I needed to slay this thing here and now.


      [Divine Shield]


      Still protecting myself and Rolo with my shield, I created a blade of light that would tear through the monstrosity’s body. The swords I created with my unique Gift could effortlessly carve through orichalcum, mithril, and even adamantite, the toughest of all materials. I was sure that, with the sole exception of the Black Blade, there was nothing in this world that I couldn’t rend.


      Yet when my sword made contact with the colossal monster, I immediately sensed that something was wrong.


      My blade... It’s not enough!


      I knew my weapon had cut through the monstrosity’s flesh, but my foe hadn’t even reacted to the damage. And when I created more blades and continued my onslaught, I experienced more of the same. My opponent’s movements weren’t hindered in the slightest; it was as though my blades were passing straight through its body.


      Ignoring its superficial wounds, the monster continued to swing its fist.


      “AAAGHHH! GUH... RUHHH?”


      My barrier stymied the monster’s attacks, and my own swipes did nothing at all. It would have been a stalemate if not for the waves of monsters still pouring from the darkness. To make matters worse, the monstrosity’s rampage had torn apart the dungeon like a violent tempest. My footing was starting to crumble, threatening to ruin my balance.


      Unless something changed, I wouldn’t be able to protect Rolo.


      There’s nothing I can do. I can’t win.


      Just as my frustration was setting in, the faceless monstrosity ceased its assault and started to groan. Suspicious, I watched it closely as it whipped around and crawled toward the darkness as though it had suddenly noticed something. An eerie moan spilled from the base of its neck as it reached for the many mounds of Demons’ Hearts.


      “Stop. Those are—”


      Rolo’s voice, quiet as a whisper, reached my ears, but the creature’s groans easily drowned it out.


      “GGGUUUHHHHHHHHH!”


      The guttural noise sounded as though it should have originated from the bowels of the earth, and it shook the dungeon around us. Looming in the darkness like a specter, the creature then began scooping crimson gemstones toward the opening in its throat.


      “AGGGHHH! GUH! RUHHH!”


      The monster gulped down the crimson gemstones, its skinless chest and stomach thrumming with eerie delight. Once again, the entire dungeon shook, and my shield—which should have been impenetrable—started to warp. The vast deluge of mana flowing from my opponent washed over me, and the resultant vertigo caused me to reel. My balance finally crumbled along with the walls and the ground.


      What...is...happening...?


      As my shock passed, it gave way to astonishment at the aberrant sight before me. My foe’s strength had already been too fearsome for my attacks to cause any damage, and now it was growing explosively. Bloodred skin wrapped around the monster’s bare flesh as though it were alive.


      Did that abomination...absorb the strength of the manastones it consumed...?


      The monstrosity was still wholly focused on its feast. It scooped up every Demon’s Heart within its reach, and its mana signature pulsed more intensely with each gulp. I couldn’t shake the feeling that the entire Dungeon of Lamentation had somehow become a beating heart.


      My opponent was far too powerful. I’d understood from the moment it had appeared that I wouldn’t be able to defeat it, and its strength had increased drastically since then. Even now, it continued to empty the chamber’s stockpile of gemstones. There was only one way this could end.


      Amid my indecision, there was another explosive increase in the monstrosity’s mana.


      “GGGRRRRRRAAAAAAHHHHHH!”


      Nobody can stop it now.


      The monster was already on par with the wicked gods from the myths of old: beings beyond the ken of humanity. Just witnessing it was enough to paralyze me. Far from being some imagined horror, my foe was all too real. Not even the combined might of every military asset at the Theocracy’s disposal would stand a chance against it.


      As despair overtook me, the intimidating aura of another threat sent a violent chill through my body. It was coming from right beside me, and even with such an unbeatable monster before my eyes, I couldn’t help but turn to its source.


      “Rolo...?”


      Gone was his quiet weeping. Now he simply watched the monster in complete silence, his expression devoid of emotion as it continued to pull gems into its gaping maw. He merely stood and stared, not even blinking...so why did his presence cause a ghostly chill to ripple across my flesh? I should have been focused on the despair-inducing monstrosity before me, but it was the young boy standing behind me that had invoked the most terror.


      “Hey. You.”
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      Rolo’s voice was quiet but rang out clearly enough to reach the monster. It was also much colder than I ever would have expected. He slowly stepped out in front of me and addressed the creature.


      “You ate them.”


      The atrocity raised a massive fist. I prepared to shield Rolo at the same time—but then our opponent swung straight at its own jaw.


      What...?


      The mess of meat about to form the monster’s face was torn apart, causing large chunks to scatter throughout the chamber as the dungeon’s walls kept deteriorating. I was unable to act, taken entirely by surprise, but Rolo approached the abomination. I reached out to stop him, only to instinctively retract my hand as fear overcame me. The source of my terror wasn’t our enemy but the very boy I’d sworn to protect.


      “That hurt, didn’t it? I know it did. I know exactly how you feel right now.”


      Rolo took another quiet step toward the monster, which retreated a step in response.


      “I understand,” Rolo continued. “You’ve been starving for all those years, desperate to finally eat something. It was the same for me. I was hungry...for such a long time.”


      Again, the monstrosity raised its fist as if to crush the boy slowly approaching it. And again, it smashed that fist straight into its own face, tearing apart the flesh that remained.


      “But you see, those are my people. I don’t know what they look like, nor have I ever met them, but they’re my family. You know that, don’t you? Of course you do. It was because you knew that you did all this in the first place—I can tell that much without you needing to utter a word. I can also tell you’ve been reveling in joy this entire time.”


      The monstrosity began tearing into its own body with reckless abandon, ripping and crushing its flesh as it reverted to a skeleton. The flesh would immediately attempt to grow back, only to be clawed away again and again and again. The sight was the definition of madness.


      “AAARGHHH-GHHH-GAAAAAAHHH!!! RUHHH... RUHHH... RRRAAAGHHHHHH!!! RAAA—GUHK!”


      The skeleton’s unintelligible shrieks of pain were cut short as it forced its arm down its throat and started ripping out the flesh inside its neck and stomach. This being had enough power to rival the gods of myth and legend, yet here it was, helplessly tearing itself apart. The sight was surreal.


      Once again, Rolo’s cold voice pierced the darkness.


      “You’re in a lot of pain, aren’t you? I can tell. We’re both feeling it. Exactly the same thing. But that’s okay. It’ll take a lot more than this to kill you, right? You know that as well as I do.”


      The monstrosity didn’t respond; it was ripping into its throat, face, and stomach too viciously to be able to.


      “You don’t need to say anything. I already know the truth. Your fears. Your desires. The gems sustain you, don’t they? Go ahead, then. Eat as many as you please. It’s not like the dead can come back to life, and you’ve been so, so hungry. Haven’t you? I know exactly how you feel. So, go on. Eat.”


      Rolo jerked his head up. Then, as if on cue, the skeleton took one great fistful after another from the pile of crimson gemstones and started slamming them into its broken maw with all the force of a savage punch. Its power swelled massively as it devoured them, which only made what followed all the more gruesome: the monster forced more Demons’ Hearts through the gaping holes in its mouth, throat, and stomach, crushing its newly regrown head, torso, and arms in the process.
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Characters

Lynneburg (Lynne )

At twelve years old, after being told that he had
no talent for any of the six classes, he went into
isolation and spent a decade honing his only
skill: [Parry]. Despite being an adventurer of the
lowest rank, he’s unbelievably strong—though
he’s the only one who has yet to notice.

Ines

Ines Harness

A knight of the Kingdom of Clays. She has
wielded a unique defensive skill since she was a
child and uses it in her capacity as Lynnc’s
bodyguard. Twenty-one.

Rolo

A demonfolk boy. The circumstances of his birth
and upbringing arc mysterious. As his race is
largely scorned and oppressed, he has lived a
very miscrable life.

(Lynne)

Fourteen. Unequaled in all fields, and the first
princess of the Kingdom of Clays. Enemy powers
made an attempt on her life, but Noor managed
to save her. She has called him “Instructor” and
followed him ever since.

Rein Clays

Lynne’s brother and the first prince of the
Kingdom of Clays. Twenty. A calm and collected
man who bears the duty of guiding the Kingdom
as the king’s advisor. There are some goals he
will go {o any length to achicve.

Astirra (Her Holy Highness)

Astirra the Adventurer

One member of the trio known as the Philosopher’s
Goblet. She spent years trapped bencath the Holy
Theocracy of Mithra before Noor set her free.
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[ The Story So Far ]

Deep under the Holy Theocracy of Mithra, Noor came across
another Astirra: a former member of the Philosopher’s
Goblet, a three-person party comprising her, Oken, and Roy.
For two centuries, she had been held captive in the
Dungeon of Lamentation while her imposter robbed
Roy and his people of their sacred crimson gems and

became the Theocracy’s high priestess.

Elsewhere, after Lynne defeated the battalion of soldiers
ordered to capture her, Tirrence revealed that
he had been putting on an act his entire life
and asked for her help defeating High Priestess Astirra.
But when Holy Mithra, a horror in the form of a giant skeleton,
consumed and merged with the high priestess,
it began to change into an even more terrifying monster...





