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      Episode 9: Battle for the Oasis


      It had all happened before the battle between the Arkdragon Wridra and Prominence Dragon Lavos had begun.


      A strong gust of wind swept by. The wind was bone-dry, a characteristic unique to the scorching hot desert region. The unforgiving climate induced constant thoughts of death, even in the minds of seasoned travelers.


      The endless, desolate landscape echoed with sand crunching under leather boots. The traveler was visibly fatigued and sunburned in the unforgiving desert heat, yet each step they took was as strong as that of a bison. Their hood was thrown back with another gust of wind, exposing the man’s blue eyes and dull golden hair. He was young, but his eyes showed an unshakable determination, and countless wounds could be seen on what little skin was showing. He had clearly weathered a past far harsher than his age would suggest.


      This man continued taking one step after another without uttering a word. Iron chains dug into his arms as he yanked them forward, the movement dragging something behind him. At the other end of the chains was a coffin-sized box, half-buried in the sand, an unfathomably long trail stretching behind it to the sandy horizon. A normal person couldn’t possibly have endured such a feat. The merciless, blazing sun would have exhausted and fried them like an insect in no time. Still, the man’s steps never faltered; he constantly marched forward while dragging the heavy object behind him.


      A strong gust blew by again. The man turned his face downward to shield his eyes, only for sand to slap violently against his cloak. When he opened his eyes again, he caught a glimpse of something red—an unfamiliar being that hadn’t been there just a moment ago. The creature looked somewhat like a bird and had what appeared to be small talons. Its blood-colored eyes, scraggly teeth, and overall appearance made it clear it was a demon and monster. It opened its thick lips, revealing a mouth as deep red as if it had just been drinking blood.


      “I didn’t think I’d have the honor of meeting you here.” Contrary to its grotesque appearance, the demon spoke quite eloquently.


      The man wordlessly continued dragging the coffin-like thing behind him. The demon looked at him, puzzled; he was only ten meters or so away, surely close enough for him to have heard.


      “Our war has finally begun. The time has come for us to turn this world upside down. Our days of indignity at the hands of Arilai...of humans, will come to an end, and our age will begin!”


      The man said nothing. The heavy chains rattled with his movement, and the demon gave him a dubious look. This reaction wasn’t what the creature had been expecting. According to reports, the Prince of Ruin was ostentatious and had a penchant for cruelty, as if to hide his cowardly nature. Even without observing his appearance, his mere presence gave away his identity. The demon was skilled in reconnaissance and power analysis; there was no way he had mistakenly approached the wrong person. However, it was almost as if sharp blades covered the man, meaning he wouldn’t have had such a dangerous air if he had been an ally. Unlike open hostility, the demon felt as if there was no telling what would happen if it took another step closer.


      The creature sniffed the air, confirming that no one else was nearby. The man had been walking alone without any reinforcements waiting in ambush. The demon decided to try talking to him one more time.


      “Please answer. I must know your thoughts on this,” it said. “Will you choose the path of complete destruction? The fools of Arilai will suffer comically in their despair and bow down before you.”


      Those words seemed to have finally reached the man as he slightly parted his dry lips. But the demon couldn’t quite hear what he had said. It tilted its head and moved closer, the sand crunching underfoot as it stepped forward. When it was right in front of the man, he opened his mouth once more.


      “That’s my territory,” he said.


      The demon cocked its head again, unsure what to make of that statement. Inexplicably, its vision slowly began sliding sideways, even though it hadn’t moved. It looked around confused, then saw a blade flashing several times and its own body being cut to pieces.


      “What...?”


      That was the demon’s last word as its head was sliced apart. A spray of blood followed, leaving a bright stain on the otherwise drab desert.


      The man took another step forward. Beyond the incandescent horizon was his destination: ruins that had existed since ancient times.


      §


      The situation in the depths of the cave was chaotic. Even magical barriers couldn’t block the burning smell and heat filling the air. Soldiers had been spraying oil, shooting arrows, and casting dark sorcery spells endlessly. Many of them gathered there felt as if they were inside a burning furnace.


      Said soldiers defending the oasis point had quite the disadvantage, because only about a hundred of them were holding back tens of thousands of enemies. This struggle underscored their need to employ unorthodox strategies, as they had no hopes of winning if they played this one by the books. They roasted any demon that entered the tunnel and had to make their enemies believe that sending in any more reinforcements would be pointless.


      The men dumped water on themselves and readied their crossbows, witnessing an image straight from hell beyond their peepholes. Flames danced on the burning oil, while countless spores were being spawned on the walls. One could hardly even breathe on the other side of that magic barrier, making the piercing screams and nauseating stench seemingly never-ending. They grimaced as they fired their crossbows.


      Arilai’s forces had been training on the second floor of the ancient labyrinth, each soldier working to hone the specific skill they specialized in. This method was groundbreaking for their army, as the standard procedure was for everyone to learn the same skills simply because it was easier. However, many exceptionally talented individuals were willing to train others during downtime, asking for nothing in return. The regimen included training in sorcery, sacred arts, energy control, swords, spears, bows, shields, languages, strategy, and more. Some even learned cooking and farming out of personal interest, and everyone had found joy in bettering themselves. The second floor had naturally been turning into a place of learning.


      The results were clear. Dozens of arrows whizzed through the air and directly pierced the eyes of a group of monsters. While the attacks weren’t quite fatal, the creatures looked up at them, many with eyes resembling crushed tomatoes.


      “Don’t those bastards fear death?!” one soldier couldn’t help but wonder out loud as the enemies charged forth. Flames engulfed the tunnel, yet the monsters showed no signs of slowing their aggression. They trampled their fallen comrades underfoot, sending embers flying into the air.


      A demon that had one of its eyes shot out climbed over a corpse and opened its fanged mouth. Then spiky objects quickly flew toward the stone walls. The soldiers who had been in hiding scrambled, clutching their heads in a panic, fearing that the whole cave could collapse.


      “Hey! They’re coming this way!”


      The spikes launched from the creature’s mouth had been its pointed fangs, which connected to its nerves. The demon then used the sharp teeth to pull itself toward the wall, slamming into it and the magical barrier. High-pitched screams intermingled with the sound of crumbling rocks. As if that were the cue, a singular red eye glared down the back passage.


      “Magic Stone Team, release Hellhound,” Commander Hakam ordered.


      The enemy had broken a hole through the magic barrier, causing heat to come flooding in. As the soldiers scattered in the burning air, something flashed red as it passed by. It kicked the rock wall with a heavy thud, revealing itself to be a massive wolf with glowing eyes. A bloody mist mixed with the wolf’s breath as it exhaled, and the distinct smell of demon filled the narrow passage.


      The Magic Stone Team referred to those who had a connection with the stones that could conjure magical creatures. It was an initiative pushed by Aja, who had recognized the characteristics of Magic Stones before anyone else and personally appointed the team’s talented members. Through the arts of Empathic Magic, they had the ability to control monsters born from Magic Stones. They had been wielding these arts for nearly six months and even used them to defeat rebels in the past.


      “Go! Go! Take ’em down!”


      The wolf nodded to the soldiers, then turned its glowing eyes to the breach. Repulsively, the enemy monster had laid white, pointed eggs all around the vicinity. If they hatched, the situation would surely become even worse. The beast lunged at the monster and sank its teeth into its flesh, spraying white fluid all over the place. But the sickening realization that the insides of the monster were still filled with eggs sent a chill down the wolf’s spine.


      It immediately decided to incinerate the monster and shot a blast of fire from its mouth, which gradually settled into a steady stream of red flame. As the wolf continued roasting the monster, another summoned wolf charged in and burned the eggs plastered all over the walls. A disturbing screech resounded, and although tentacles lashed out at the wolves, the situation now seemed under control.




      Hakam, who had been observing the events, breathed a sigh of relief and returned to his station. No matter how much he had prepared, something unexpected was bound to occur. A few strokes of bad luck, and their battle lines would quickly collapse. The thought seemed to add years to his tired expression.


      The ground rumbled once again. These vibrations came from deep within the ground and had been going on for quite some time. The movement caused sand to fall from above, increasing the risk of a cave-in. With danger looming in every direction, Hakam raised his face in irritation.


      “What is this rumbling, Aja? It’s not just an earthquake, is it?”


      “Who knows? Conflicts between dragons are beyond the understanding of man. What makes you think an old man like me can read the situation?”


      The old man had been tapping the ground with the staff he held in his hand. Supposedly, he could read his surroundings through the ripples sent out by the impact. Enemy forces had surrounded the tunnel with overwhelming numbers. In the far distance, the soldiers had spotted a dragon spreading its wings. Pale blue lights from the old man’s magic appeared on a map, and Hakam widened his eyes.


      “You can read the situation!” he shouted. “What the hell is that giant dragon?! That looks like a far bigger threat than the demon army, if you ask me!”


      “Pipe down, will you? My ears still work just fine!” Aja complained. “All I did was get a read on their positions!”


      Aja was perhaps in a sour mood because he had been prohibited from using the wide-range spell he had put so much effort into preparing. However, it was a card they could only play once, and they had to save it for the perfect moment to deliver a devastating blow to their enemies.


      Hakam sighed, then approached Aja. “I never would’ve guessed those tremors were from dragons fighting. We’ve put so much effort into fortifying this tunnel, but they make it seem like nothing but a pile of sand.”


      “We have no choice but to trust the words of that fortune teller. You may find it unfortunate, but you won’t die here. You’ll live a long life supporting this country,” the old man said.


      Hakam didn’t look convinced. His brows furrowed as he grunted and said, “Do such predictions really come true? They sound like nonsense if you ask me.”


      “What are you asking me for? I’ve never liked them in the first place. There is no rhyme or reason to them. But come to think of it, there may be one way to find an answer to this long-debated topic once and for all,” Aja responded with a devious grin. “Walk around the danger zone like you were earlier. If you survive, we’ll know the prediction was true. You may even end up helping a few people in the meantime. If you die... Well, it would just be a case of two old fools getting tricked by that young lass.”


      Hakam gave him a blank look, then they burst into laughter.


      “Then if I die, tell the other sorcerers not to believe in fortunes,” Hakam said, chuckling.


      “Oh, I will. We should settle this question once and for all,” Aja stated. “Also, it’s about time you let your men use the arrows tipped with Magic Stones. Now’s not the time for them to be training their skills.”


      Hakam looked at the ceiling contemplatively as if resigned to the fact that the old man had read his intention, then decided to return to the battlefield. An opportunity to face so many monsters like this was quite rare, and he had thought it would be incredibly beneficial for his soldiers to improve their skills while leveling up.


      He then turned around as if he’d remembered something and declared, “Aja, it’s time to use our third card. Notify the others.”


      “They’re going to be giddy with excitement. All right, let’s close up the tunnel entrance,” Aja said, then moved the card on the table.


      Gaston led Team Ruby, which was holding the tunnel’s entrance. Aja placed the piece he had just picked up at the entrance. Any ordinary person would have been ripped to shreds by the monsters pushing their way in, but this move was one that would decide the fate of the battle between Arilai and Gedovar.


      Even now, the ominous rumbling could be felt underfoot. Across the mountains, a battle beyond human comprehension had been raging on. The clash between the Arkdragon and Prominence Dragon, a conflict that had stirred since ancient times, was far more savage than even a natural disaster. The fallen creatures in the region were destined to wither away and fade into myth.


      Hakam exhaled sharply out of his nose, not letting the thought disturb his mind.


      §


      Bare Beholder, the commanding officer leading Gedovar’s army, boasted superior intellect and combat prowess among its forces. The monster had a wide field of vision due to its many eyes, which gave it a massive edge in combat. When armed with a sword, it claimed to be able to cut through anything and anyone due to its incredible spatial perception and magically bolstered physical abilities. It could even cut a stone tossed into the air until it was reduced to sand.


      However, there were two things even the demon couldn’t comprehend. First was the source of the distant rumbling, which had slowed their main forces. According to their initial plans, they should have made their way south long ago, but something seemed to have happened.


      The other thing it failed to comprehend was the grizzled warrior Gaston standing before it. The human veteran soldier’s forehead had a deep cut, and one of his eyes was stained red. Nonetheless, he unceremoniously approached the demon as if that didn’t bother him in the slightest.


      A blade suddenly darted toward Bare Beholder, and sparks exploded into the air as the creature parried the strike just in time. In an instant, the old warrior had seemingly vanished, and a sword flew toward its head from the other side. The demon deflected this attack with its fist, although it felt like the sword wasn’t even there.


      Because the demon had one of its eyes severed, it viewed the aged warrior like a specter. It didn’t become aware that this injury had occurred until a moment later. It had surely seen the attack coming and defended against it, so it couldn’t understand how.


      “What...? What the hell did you do?!” barked Bare Beholder.


      “Come on, you’d better figure out my powers soon, or you’re gonna lose all your eyes.”


      The human’s nonchalant attitude was infuriating. He was several sizes smaller than Bare Beholder and inferior in both muscles and speed. Even as the demon moved so quickly that it left an afterimage behind, it felt a sharp pain in its forehead for some reason.


      “Agh! What is this?!”


      The demon reached up and drew a bloody dagger out of its forehead—an ordinary weapon one could find anywhere. When had he thrown it? More importantly, how did he know where the demon was going when it hadn’t telegraphed its movement at all?


      Bare Beholder nearly flew into a rage but took a deep breath to collect itself.


      Look. Observe. Behold. Focus your vision and see through his attacks. No one else could pull off such a feat, but I can, thought Bare Beholder, heightening its visual acuity until it was enshrouded with a palpable aura. However, its opponent was looking off in the distance for some reason.


      “Heh, the hell is going on over in those mountains? Looks like the end of the damned world,” the human said with an amused smile.


      The demon didn’t respond. It readied its weapon, with its focus sharpened like the edge of its blade. The man’s words wouldn’t distract the demon, as it only needed to pay attention to the opponent’s sword.


      Meanwhile, the old warrior noticed the demon’s stance and tapped the flat side of his sword against his shoulder. “Well, aren’t you a serious little demon? All right, let me give you a freebie. I’ll cut you nice and slow, so make sure to peel those remaining eyeballs and watch carefully. Here I go.”


      Bare Beholder scoffed at the fool’s comment but focused its many eyes on the man’s weapon. There was tension in the air as it concentrated on capturing every bit of visual data possible.


      The sword moved slowly, just as he had declared. Then the demon realized something was off: The aged warrior’s weapon wasn’t appearing in his shadow. That had to be his ability; he was using some sort of illusion to make it seem as if he were swinging his sword to catch his opponent off guard like a coward. His sword offered no resistance as their blades met, and in the next moment, the demon’s throat had been sliced open.


      “Gaaah! What did you do?!”


      Black blood spurted from Bare Beholder as it flew into a fit of rage. Its long hair fluttered as it directed its unbridled fury at Gaston. The man chuckled and casually stepped forward. His sword split into two, then three, each attacking from different angles. This attack didn’t make any sense.


      The demon parried a blade just as it was about to descend into its head, then a shadowless sword pierced its throat. Regardless, it was relieved to find no pain followed. A moment later, there was an eruption of excruciating pain deep in Bare Beholder’s throat, and its chest was slit open in a cross shape.


      “What...is this?” it breathed, coughing out blood. Its eyes, withering away like raisins, finally noticed a key detail: The sword Gaston held was unbloodied. Their eyes met, and the human returned a contemplative look.


      As Bare Beholder crumpled to the ground, Gaston slowly approached. He pointed his sword directly in front of the demon’s eyes, then drove it into the sandy ground. When he lifted it again, there was no blade, only a hilt.


      “You finally figured it out in your dying moments, huh? I was never holding a sword in the first place. I focus my energy and use that as a weapon. There’s no real blade, and I can attack wherever I choose. I call it a Spirit Blade, but...I guess you wouldn’t care about that. Anyway, it looks like your eyesight worked against you.”


      Bare Beholder chuckled. That statement was rich, coming from the man who had insisted the demon watch him carefully. When the demon contemplated the fight, it had played right into the warrior’s hands from the start. He had deliberately flaunted his nonexistent sword, baiting it into figuring out his ability. The demon should have overwhelmed him with its superior strength and speed instead.


      “It’s about time that kid learned how to use this too. He has potential, but I guess it’s not gonna happen if he still likes that little toy sword of his. At this rate, Zera will learn it before him,” he said.


      “What...are you...?”


      “It’s got nothing to do with you. Just an old man’s pastime.”


      Gaston tossed his hilt aside and crouched beside the demon. Although the backlight obscured his face, Bare Beholder could sense his piercing gaze.


      “Why did you attack such a remote place like this? Sure, you can find a few interesting things like Magic Stones here, but it doesn’t make sense to go straight here in a war,” he asked.


      “To...welcome our king...”


      “King?”


      Gaston looked puzzled at first, but then a thought surfaced: the King of Demons, the King of Night, the legend that had vanished at the end of the battle between demons and gods. Such records were found throughout the labyrinth in the form of murals and written documents. He started to chuckle, thinking the idea was preposterous, only to realize it was true when he considered all of the interference they had faced in the labyrinth.


      “Don’t tell me you’re serious— Oh, you’re dead.” Gaston rubbed his chin as he watched the creature’s eyeballs wilt away. He grumbled, still finding it difficult to believe such a grand being was sleeping deep beneath their feet. “If that’s the case, fine. Guess I have something to look forward to.”


      The future he had been envisioning was finally becoming more and more real. He was sure this would be where his bones would be buried. The thought brought a smile to his face as he stood up straight. If the ancient legends were true, he wanted to bear witness with his own eyes.


      After gathering his thoughts, Gaston looked around and noticed his men fighting desperately at the tunnel opening. They were cutting down the hordes of monsters rushing toward them, and the sand on the ground around them turned to black tar. They seemed to be holding their own even without their captain.


      Gaston told himself that he’d better get over there, but just as he was about to begin walking, he froze.


      He heard something slithering around his feet and realized Bare Beholder’s bodily fluids had begun to move of their own accord. In fact, the blood from the other monsters was now doing so as well. All of the blood was slowly gathering into one point, and the heavy, ominous feeling in the air made sweat pour down the aged warrior’s forehead.


      The eerie slithering sound reverberated throughout the battlefield, giving the soldiers goose bumps. Their eyes were glued to the disturbing sight of the collected fluids taking on a humanoid shape, as if they were witnessing the birth of death personified.


      “Bloodpool” appeared above the monster in bloody letters.


      Gaston gave an exasperated chuckle and said, “This is what I’ve been looking forward to?”


      He picked up the hilt that he had dropped on the floor and was uncharacteristically full of relentless resolve as an aura emanated from him. Having defeated a captain, Gaston now had to face one of the top brass of the demon army. Deep down, he instinctively knew he was no match for his opponent.


      §


      Sinister demonic shrieking and laughter filled the tunnel as the enemy forced Gaston and Team Ruby back. Their demeanor had changed drastically from earlier, and they pressed forward relentlessly even as their comrades fell.


      “What’s going on? They weren’t like this a minute ago!” a soldier cried out, sweat pouring down his face. The thunderous voices of the monstrous creatures reverberated from the depths of the tunnel, and the soldiers felt their skin tingle from the pressure.


      The soldiers slowly took a few steps backward. They stood huddled nearly shoulder to shoulder, their expressions giving away their fear of the frenzied demons.


      “Yup, it’s because of that thing called Bloodpool. Everything’s gonna end once it makes its move,” said Gaston.


      The group turned around at once and saw what could only be described as a shadow. Its roots, spread out wide, sucked blood from the ground, emitting an ominous slithering sound. The branches of the shadow splayed out like a giant red tree, seemingly poised to bury the entire sky. But the soldiers’ eyes widened as they tried to make sense of the inconceivable sight.


      “Wh-What is that?! Is that really a demon?” another soldier asked.


      “Who knows. Anyway, its name showed up, so it’s probably a demon and killable. I doubt it’s invincible or anything,” replied Gaston, shrugging.


      “Please don’t say irresponsible things like that. Are you sure you’re not the one who summoned it? You’re always talking about how you want to die.”


      “The hell is wrong with that?! If you live as long as me, you’ll also wanna go out with a bang, ya idiot! Are you gonna take care of me in retirement, then? Huh?!”


      The soldier looked up with a groan, then grumbled in a resigned tone, “No...”


      Gaston sighed. “Hmph. Team Ruby’s job here is done. You guys retreat into the ancient labyrinth. Hakam has issued an order to withdraw.”


      Team Ruby looked at him blankly, taken aback by his unusually serious tone. They looked at each other.


      “Is he telling us to leave this to him?”


      “I think so.”


      Gaston’s eyebrow twitched. “Hey! This is the part where you’re supposed to cry and thank me!”


      “You say that, but you made us too tough to die easily. We’re not passing up this opportunity,” one of his men said.


      “Yeah. If you’re going down here, so are we. When it’s all said and done, we’ll wake up together in Eden or hell. Considering all the bad stuff you’ve done, you probably won’t end up in Eden. You’re gonna end up all alone on the other side,” said another member.


      “Man, I would’ve run if I had a girlfriend! Too bad!” said a third.


      “So would we, jerk!” the others complained at once.


      Team Ruby was full of battle junkies, and they weren’t the kind that could ever hope for happiness with a woman beyond a one-night stand. Their idea of trying to woo a woman was to brag about how they’d behead a demon. Of course, a forced smile was the best they’d gotten in return for their efforts.


      Gaston wanted to kick them in the ass, but he had to admit he wasn’t upset by their response. His lips curled in one corner, and all he could do was tell them to do as they pleased. And so, a fire burned in his heart again as he decided to go into battle with the foolish young warriors.


      “All right, it’s time to take out the trash! Forget Hakam’s orders. We’re hunting down every one of those demon bastards! You got that, you little shits?!” he barked.


      “Um...sir, that’s your plan?”


      “I don’t wanna hear it! Fine, go kick some ass for a chance to win a massage from Eve. I’ll take myself out of the running since it wouldn’t be fair, and I care about you boys so much.”


      The soldiers roared with excitement and swung their enchanted blades around. Despite their ridiculous banter, they were a team of battle-hardened veterans who certainly looked the part as they pointed their weapons at their enemies. The enchanted swords each wielded had been imbued with magical powers. While the soldiers could slash with the blades, the most effective way to use them was to unleash the explosive energy within them right at the clusters of monsters. However, if used too much, the weapons would shatter into pieces.


      Magic Stones from the ancient labyrinth that one couldn’t incubate had been repurposed as weapons. Aja had defined incubation as the process by which the Magic Stone Team manifested Magic Stones into monsters, such as Hellhound. The stones were highly valuable items that could fetch a high price if taken back to the city. Team Ruby had determined that using them to blow their enemies to smithereens would be more effective. They fell into position, lining up in two rows, yet something was off. The monsters had been in an uncontrolled frenzy just a moment ago, but their momentum had nearly drawn to a halt.


      Team Ruby heard a metallic object ripping through something. They looked around, puzzled, unable to see well in the darkness. Over and over, they noticed the heavy sound of impact and witnessed a mountainous monster getting ripped to shreds. As another monster burst open like a gruesome balloon, they saw a man standing behind the creature’s remains.


      “Ah, that’s what I’m talking about! That’s a very nice, compact formation,” the man said. “Now, now, don’t get too excited. I’ll take care of you all one by one.”


      Team Ruby let out a singular breath of astonishment. There stood a tall, young blond man with an eye patch, equipped with a large sword and shield. His weapons glimmered with a brilliance that showed he had spent a significant sum on them, and their designs complemented each other with matching blue lines. The man had once been known as the hero candidate, thought to be unbeatable and capable of cutting down any monster that entered his domain.


      “Who is that?” a member of Team Ruby asked.


      “Don’t worry about it. He’s a scumbag anyway. Go ahead and attack with your enchanted swords,” Gaston answered.


      “All right, fire!”


      An enchanted blade required a certain level of skill to wield, especially to activate it in the first place. The difference in firepower between a master and an amateur was night and day. Team Ruby’s blades cracked as their power output spiked, firing energy beams straight down the tunnel in unison. The beams shot right through the heads of the monsters standing at the front, and Team Ruby collectively hoped their attack would continue heading all the way to Zarish.


      “Hey! What are you doing?! Aim for the enemy, not me!” Zarish complained.


      “Looks like it’s working,” Gaston said. “All right, boys, ready the second volley. You heard him. Make sure you aim real good!”


      “You got it, boss!” the members of Team Ruby said with an evil snicker.


      Team Ruby and Team Diamond always had bad blood but never truly disliked each other. The former had collectively hated Zarish, the man once known as the hero candidate, who had resorted to all manner of underhanded tactics to rise to the top. It went without saying that he had relentlessly tormented Team Ruby, who had always been his greatest rivals.


      “Because of him, my first girlfriend...” one of the men seethed.


      “Huh? What happened?” another man asked.


      “She was giving that bastard money behind my back! From my savings!”


      “That bastard!”


      Zarish was born with a good-looking face, had more money than he knew what to do with, and was supposedly the prince of a fallen kingdom. Team Ruby was united in unyielding determination and animosity toward the privileged snob.


      However, Zarish only let out a resigned sigh. Although he had massively leveled down due to the earlier battle, he was immune to damage from anything slower than the speed of sound due to his characteristic skill that protected him since birth. He could use plenty of things as cover, but he had to be careful of explosions.


      “While I make my way to Eve, I’ll use my blade to grind you peons down like pepper,” Zarish said with a glint in his eye. His weapon flashed as he ceaselessly swung his sword, grinding the monsters around him just as he’d declared, filling the tunnel with black blood. Suddenly, he stopped. “Hm? What’s this? The blood is moving...”


      The blood that had spilled from the monsters’ bodies began flowing on its own. Zarish observed with his blue eyes for some time, then found it was gathering at the oasis by the tunnel entrance. The enormous malignant tree was making its evil flowers flourish at the dazzling, sunlit oasis.


      “So that’s why the monsters have gone berserk,” Zarish noted.


      As the name Bloodpool hinted, the creature likely grew stronger by absorbing blood. It had been draining only monster blood so far. If this had been a large-scale battle with casualties piling up on both sides, it might have grown exponentially stronger. This ability made the monster particularly dangerous in Zarish’s eyes. He cut down one last foe and made his way out of the tunnel and into the open sky, though the foe’s sinister branches hindered the view of the vast expanse overhead.


      Zarish waved off Team Ruby as if to say playtime was over, and they shot back that they weren’t playing around at all.


      Gaston tightened his lips. “Aren’t you a killjoy? Since you’re here, block all of that thing’s attacks, and we’ll consider it a small dent in your long list of debts.”


      “Fine by me, I’ve wanted to test my special-order armor and shield,” Zarish said. “Are you all right, old man? You’re bleeding. I couldn’t bear to look at you if you became incapable of even going to the restroom on your own. Why don’t you leave this to me and go get some rest?”


      “What? Shove it up your ass, you horny little brat.”


      Both rearranged their battle stances even as they exchanged insults and glared at each other like a snake and mongoose. Despite their deep-seated hatred for each other, they moved quickly with their lives on the line as the black flowers growing on the monstrous tree were about to bloom.


      “I can only defend whatever’s within my domain, so make sure you stay in range,” Zarish called out. “Also, that thing you were talking about earlier... What was that about Eve’s massage?”


      “Shut up and keep your eyes forward, idiot! The flowers are about to bloom!” barked Gaston.


      “Damn it! You’d better tell me later, old man!”


      The two spat at each other as they stomped through the sand toward the monster. Just then, beautiful flowers blossomed upon the massive tree’s withered branches.


      A dewdrop fell from the end of a bloodred flower petal. Then a cloyingly sweet scent filled the air and clung to the nostrils of those who looked up to see what was happening.


      The oasis had been a place of beauty not too long ago, with a refreshing breeze occasionally blowing by. Yet the looming sky now had a sinister air to it. The countless flowers on the giant tree wilted all at once, then fell to the floor like freshly decapitated heads.


      Beyond the tree, ten or so men had moved into formation to charge directly at the tree. Even Team Ruby, which was said to have been immortal, had gone pale at the unnerving sight. They simply watched silently as the flower petals rained down, with no idea as to what sort of attack awaited them. Meanwhile, their leader Gaston narrowed his eyes...then sneezed.


      “Pollen allergies?” Zarish asked.


      “Don’t be stupid. You think some stupid pollen would have any effect on me?” Gaston challenged. “Anyway, I need you to put up a barrier. A real tough one, pronto.”


      “I’m not a fan of half-baked plans,” Zarish complained. “Aren’t you a little too senile to be a leader? Your team must have it rough, having to take care of you on the battlefield.”


      “What?! Just shut your stupid mouth and put up a barrier or whatever! Want me to dig out the one eye you have left with this stick?” Gaston snapped.


      “What? Who do you think you’re talking to, you old geezer?”


      The two butted heads and growled at each other as everyone around them watched, perplexed. Even a child could understand now was not the time for arguing, but it was difficult to point this out to two of Arilai’s most highly recognized warriors. Just as a flower petal was about to fall on Zarish, he swiftly moved out of the way.


      “You’ll pay for that later! Sealed Domain!” he shouted.


      “Ugh, what a stupid-looking pose. Don’t tell me you strike that pose every time you use that move. You should get your head checked if you do.”


      A vein bulged in Zarish’s head as his Sealed Domain formed around him. This ability completely protected the targets within its domain by completely nullifying any damage below a certain threshold. Flower petals clung to Zarish’s pale blue barrier, leaving a trail of viscous, bloody fluid. Then, the fluid dug into the barrier like roots. If those roots had touched skin, they would have drawn every drop of blood from one’s body and fed it to Bloodpool.


      “Looks like it continuously digs its way into whatever it touches. Not good,” Zarish noted.


      “Will your barrier hold?” Gaston asked.


      “Hard to say. I’ve leveled down quite a bit. It might break down at some point.”


      A long, sharp noise like nails scratching glass echoed all around them. Disturbingly, as the number of flower petals stained with red increased, everyone backed up toward the center of the Sealed Domain. They began to feel trapped.


      “What happens if we attack from here?” Gaston asked.


      “My domain will nullify any attack, whether it’s from the inside or out. If you use those enchanted swords like earlier, the damage will just go straight to my barrier,” Zarish explained. “We have no choice but to wait for the attack to end.”


      “Hmph. Then what if I do this?”


      Zarish’s eyes widened. The old man had drawn his sword, and in the next moment, the roots digging into the barrier had been severed. The former hero candidate’s mouth flapped briefly before he asked, “Wha...? How did you do that?”


      “I went through it, obviously. I learned this technique to bypass your barrier in the first place,” Gaston said, then called Zarish an idiot mockingly, at which the other’s vein on his forehead bulged again.


      Gaston’s Spirit Blade was insubstantial, like air. Due to its irregular nature, it didn’t fall under the category of a magical or physical attack and didn’t count as a target for Sealed Domain.


      “You still want a piece of me, huh? Just when I thought you’d quieted down!” Zarish said.


      “You thought I’d quiet down? I’ve been training so I can kill you, asshole,” Gaston shot back. “Ugh, to think I had to use this move just to cut some weeds. Oh well, those roots would have devoured a normal sword.”


      The old warrior grumbled as he continued cutting the surrounding roots and petals.


      Zarish watched the old man, cold sweat running down his forehead. There was a possibility that his Interception, which reacted to anything moving slower than the speed of sound, wouldn’t activate against Gaston’s ability. He would have to assume the aged fighter’s attacks could bypass his defense, and a fight between them would lead to blood being spilled on both sides—a situation he wanted to avoid at all costs. He told himself he had no intention of fighting, though there was no telling what would happen if the old man enraged Eve.


      All the flowers wilted and turned brown after failing to drain any blood. It was strangely bittersweet watching them getting blown away at the end, but their view had brightened significantly, and the sky had become visible overhead. The group was surprised to find the entire place around them had turned red. The attack could have killed everything in an extensive area, and the casualties would have been catastrophic if this had been on a crowded battlefield. When two opposing armies had clashed, the battle lines had collapsed decisively solely because of Bloodpool.


      “That’s odd. Wouldn’t have expected them to send a monster like this for our little group,” Zarish remarked.


      “I doubt it’s because they thought we were just that big of a threat. They stand to gain from a drawn out war, but our enemies want to end this quickly for some reason. Maybe it has something to do with these tremors?” Gaston wondered aloud.


      No one had the answer to his question, but Gedovar’s general certainly was in a race against time. The Tower of Conflagration, an ancient structure in the desert, stood in the way of their invasion of Arilai. The Prominence Dragon had been tasked with destroying it, yet he was still in the middle of a battle with the Arkdragon. Since there were so many unknowns in the enemy’s current situation, their options were quite limited. And so, they went for their closest objective, the ancient labyrinth, to secure a stronghold and enlist the monsters sleeping deep beneath it. That was why they had sent Bloodpool under the assumption that it would quickly wipe out the opposition, only to find its petals dissipating in the wind.


      “Looks like we survived. All right, get ready to strike back—”


      Zarish swallowed his words. When he turned around, he saw about ten blades pointed at the ready. This made Team Ruby so terrifying; they were exceedingly good at sniffing out danger and opportunities. It was no wonder they had been such longtime companions of Gaston, who lived life through instincts alone.


      As the wind carried away the final flower petals, the aged captain gazed up at the giant tree with a feral look in his eyes.


      “Fire!” he yelled.


      “Aye!” his team said in unison.


      The moment Zarish dispelled his barrier in a scramble, the enchanted blades all shattered. All at once, the magic energy within them unleashed a massive burst of power far greater than their earlier attack. They had even clustered together and perfectly synced their timing, creating a singular, destructive blast that shot at an angle through the enormous red tree, cutting halfway through it. The cross section was white like fat, and beads of red fluid surfaced from the wound. Blood then spurted after a short delay, and a high-pitched cry, like that of a baby, rang throughout the oasis. One of the team members watched for a moment, then furrowed his brow.


      “No good. Doesn’t seem like it went all the way through. I have a feeling that monster is hiding its true form.”


      “Hmm, you think so too? Then I’ll drag it out, so wait here,” Gaston said, abruptly walking forward.


      Zarish hesitated, unsure of whether to maintain his defense or back up Gaston, then noticed the older fighter beckoning him with a finger. He watched Team Ruby prepare new enchanted blades as he lined up beside Gaston.


      “Don’t they need protection? They’ll be in trouble if the enemy makes a similar attack again,” he said.


      “Hah, we all die when the time comes. That’s what it means to be a warrior,” said Gaston, chuckling. “That doesn’t apply to anyone on Team Diamond except you. Good women deserve luxury and pampering.”


      Zarish fell silent and closed his helmet. By now, Gaston and his team were far closer to the members of Team Diamond than he was. There was no question who they preferred between the man who had dominated them against their will and the soldiers with whom they had fought alongside on the battlefield. As he sensed those implications in the old man’s words, he couldn’t help but hide his dejected look.


      The armor Zarish wore had been extracted from a metallic giant and commissioned with various spells cast on it. Veyron armor was a universally admired product, but few knew the hero candidate had invested in it. Zarish believed money was a necessary expense for developing talent, and the products on the general market were made with only the most basic of technologies. His current equipment had been made without any regard for cost, so it was several tiers higher in terms of quality. He had deliberately refrained from releasing the items to the general market to keep an edge over the others.
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