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	Long after


	I scatter a handful of ashes on the chessboard.


	The error has expanded recently, and coral plants have grown from the pieces. The flower petals are iridescent butterfly wings. I know these colors well; they remind me of the hunt for the [Devil].


	The chessboard is now a vase placed on the veranda. It feeds on the sand I cover it with.


	I look up at the desert from which the familiar breeze comes.


	Bushes of coral error arise in flashes and the membrane in the clear sky.


	I notice only one dot. There will probably be some rain soon. I should prepare to welcome it.


	I haven't received guests for a while.


	Ci-cin.


	My snake-headed tail wags and points towards the tornado.


	It has been there for several years. I could not say how many. It has advanced centimeters and continues to raise a fuss. In that black cloud, red lightning abounds, and getting close is difficult.


	How much closer has it come so far? A few miles, that's for sure.


	It is a vast natural formation. Look at it. I have the feeling that it has a life of its own.


	An uncanny presence craves my home and my person.


	Maybe it is paranoia, but after the clashes, I struggle not to be cautious.


	It is too far away to be affected by [Scan], the spell I use to evaluate my surroundings.


	Getting close is risky, so I leave it alone.


	One day will come, and then the mystery will reveal itself.


	Once I've finished feeding the error plant, I turn to the living room and close the door behind me. One of the disadvantages of the wind is the dust it raises from the desert.


	Sigh.


	I miss the dry calm of the past.


	I reach the kitchen and prepare water in a saucepan. I put it on the heat and wait for it to boil. When it boils, I infuse some berries and wait.


	After a few minutes, I pour the liquid into a cup from the cupboard.


	The infusion has no odor but I inhale the hot fumes for an instant. From the stories of the deceased, I know that this is not the case in the rest of the cosmos, but in the Underwasteland, water boils at about 2° degrees higher than the temperature of the desert.


	As a mirror, water freezes at minus 20 degrees compared to that same temperature.


	It is clear that Underwasteland water is not water, yet anyone who has tasted it does not notice the difference. It probably affects the taste that they are deceased. I doubt that any living being other than a [Bakenekro] can drink this water and not suffer harmful effects on the body.


	I shake my ears and take the first sip. In boredom, I digress.


	The sound of the windows shaking due to the wind—I'm used to it. Over time, it has become reassuring and evokes a sort of calm—like the sound of insects burrowing in certain parts of the dungeon.


	I sip again and head for the trap door.


	Standing, I remain for a few moments at it. That trapdoor where my father disappeared, where I went down to chase the [Devil].


	Despite a veil of melancholy, I do not feel nostalgic. I have done my duty as the [Empress] of the Underwasteland.


	I have nothing to reproach myself for.


	Ci-cin.


	I set the cup down next to my feet and lifted the trapdoor.


	The stairs and the darkness welcome me. No gusts, no creaks other than the hatch itself.


	I take two steps on the cold stone and sit on the edge of the floorboards.


	I have not been down to the dungeon in a while. I have been to the music room several times—to study the magic organ.


	I have been in single rooms. But not much else.


	I did not even go back to [Sanctuary].


	I know, I should look for something. Something important. But I do not remember it.


	I went to the Ocean, where I hoped to meet the [Leviathan]. I have the feeling that it remembers what I have to look for. But I did not find it.


	It could be the effects of digestion. I cannot imagine what it feels like to have the [Devil] in your body.


	Maybe that's what I should be looking for. A way to put the lord of the abyss and the lord of errors to rest.


	I wave a hand in front of my face. I smile at my thoughts.


	If I had to look for something important—how could I forget it?


	There is no solution to their condition. It is useless to worry too much about it.


	I stand up and rub my thumb along the stone step. It is smooth and dusty. I exit the trapdoor and close it behind me.


	I pick up the cup and drink the last sip. I return to the kitchen and look out the window. I see the dark spot from which someone is about to rain.


	I run a hand through my long black hair and untangle some knots. I straighten my skirt and crack my neck.


	Better prepare.


	It is been a while since I received guests, and I'm a little excited.


	




Chapter 1: The infected mercenaries


	The dead in the universe disappear from their world of origin. At least under normal circumstances. For decomposition, incineration, disintegration, predation, or many other reasons. The point is that their body is not preserved intact in that world.


	The roots of the cosmic tree absorb the deaths and regenerate them in the canopy: the membrane in the starless sky of the Underwasteland.


	Once they become too heavy, the bodies rain to the ground, and it is up to me—the [Empress] of this land—to give them welcome and refreshment.


	I put them to sleep with my [Judgment], condemning them to an eternity of dreams or nightmares.


	I do not know how it works. But I know this lottery that follows System rules over which I have no decision-making power.


	Who knows if the next deceased will be destined for an eternity of dreams?


	It is increasingly heartening and pleasant to issue a [Dream] sentence.


	Tracing lines with my feet and tails in the sand, I wait for that body to rain. Corals are everywhere and have formed iridescent filaments similar to the fungal structure.


	Constructions of errors, that I do not know how to resolve.


	Worries are overcome by curiosity. The environmental problem is certainly not a problem for newcomers.


	I hope it is someone interesting. I want to have a chat and hear some interesting stories.


	From the size of the patch in the membrane, I can say it is a humanoid. Maybe an explorer, an entrepreneur, a hero. Everyone is fine. Well, perhaps, not a presumptuous one.


	Those often manage to make me regret my curiosity.


	It is not that they are bad, but sometimes their little stories are so inflated and ridiculous that I have to keep from laughing. So as not to offend them.


	Sigh.


	It is hard to play the [Empress].


	Ci-cin.


	Oh, here, the first drops fall.


	I step back and see the flecks of membrane absorbing into the sand.


	Afterward, a black mass hits the ground.


	I lean my head forward and stand on tiptoe.


	Muscular body with broad shoulders.


	“Ha, AHHH! Bleh, cough!” The individual coughs and jerks up from the slime.


	He looks at the sky and cracks his back, shoulders, and neck.


	“GAHHHH!”


	He opens his arms and lets out a battle cry. He is unarmed and wearing only a pair of breeches reinforced by rusty plates. He sports a physique with dark and imposing muscles.


	Surely, he is a [Warrior] or some [Hunter] type. Physiques like this are rare in humanoids, except orcs.


	Ci-cin.


	When the man calms down and relaxes his muscles, I bow and lower my ears; in reverence.


	“Welcome, I am N, the Empress of this land.”


	“Um… where are the promised liquor and banquets? You're cute, weird with those tails and ears.”


	“Eh, er…” I raise my head and notice that the big man looks around and scratches his bald forehead.


	He runs a hand through his thick beard and looks back at me.


	“Never mind, I'll be happy since I'm here now. Come on, servant, make me rejoice.”


	Embarrassment and modesty prevent me from accepting those words.


	I perfectly understood what he meant. I have to take another approach.


	“Sir, I think you misunderstood. If you want to talk to me, I will listen to you. We can also play chess…” thinking back to the chessboard now transformed into a plant, “No, chess is better not to.”


	“Chess? Which is?”


	“A game…”


	“Uh, I have a game, servant, you have to…” the man looks around. “Of course, with this desert, there isn't a house around here?”


	His tone of voice annoys me. But I pretend nothing happens. Perhaps he has not yet realized that he is dead, and perhaps—in front of the border house—he will understand that he is no longer in his world.


	“My house is nearby. I can escort you.”


	“You're enthusiastic about it, huh? You'll see that I'll put you in a good mood, you're here to serve me, right?”


	The man reaches out to grab me, and I instinctively move away.


	“Hey! Are you being difficult?”


	Intrusive. He does not seem to know any manners.


	How can he invade a stranger's space like this?


	Holy patience.


	Maybe I could intimidate him for a moment. Just, to get him straight.


	[Dungeon path]


	I appear behind him.


	“HUH!?”


	“I have to take you home. Do you remember?”


	“What!? That darkness…”


	[Dungeon path]


	We emerge onto the veranda.


	The man is shocked. I hold a corner of his trousers and leave them.


	{N… N, come early!}


	A voice in my head. What will it mean?


	“Hey, witch! What kind of joke is this!?” The man points his finger at me, annoyed.


	I leave that strange mental voice aside and bow slightly. Despite the insult received. “I brought you to my house. My name is N, please no epithets.”


	“How dare you, witch! I am the great and heroic Kul-Salla, a human fighter and beast hunter. Today, I was to receive the reward agreed upon by my upright faith.”


	Ah, nothing new.


	The universe is large enough to accommodate at least several thousand different religions.


	Of these, very few—like that of Sylviette's Empire—know of the existence of the Underwasteland. And—in Sylviette's case—she knew her nation because she was in trade with the [Devil].


	So, no surprises. This man is probably seeing his dream of the afterlife shattered.


	Maybe I can fix it.


	For the umpteenth and final time, I take a bow. It is a little deeper than the others. I hope it helps to put the man at ease.


	“Mighty Kul-Salla, to receive the prize you said, it is necessary to pass a test.”


	“Huh, proof? And will a little woman like you be the one to evaluate the outcome?”


	Even though his voice does not sound angry anymore, I cannot deny that I am not.


	This man's attitude is irritating!


	If it were not for that, I am looking at my toes with my head bowed, he would surely see my polemical look.


	{N, I know you hear me. This skill is made on purpose. Please reply as soon as possible. Can you figure out where I am?}


	That voice is in my head again.


	It is familiar.


	Could it be the voice of a dream?


	Yet I never dreamed, not even when I died…


	Ci-cin.


	“So, you will be the one to subject me to this test, AH! Monster! Monster and witch! Wait a minute, it doesn't hurt.”


	I snap my head up.


	My snake-headed tail bit and wrapped the man's hand.


	He wiggles his arm and tries to free himself with his other hand.


	Strange that my tail acted up. Although, I do not fully control the limb. I cannot tell whether it has willpower or, not—did he attack me!?


	“Did you try to attack me!?” As I say, my tail releases it.


	He brings his arm back to his chest. The bite is visible on his wrist.


	“What to attack and attack you, witch! You are here to serve me and you dare to resist? I just wanted to grab you by the hair for your lack of respect! But now I think it will be better to cut these tails off.”


	Um, no. Better to take action.


	Attacking me means you get [Nightmare] from my [Judgment] ability. It is a security measure by the System, I am convinced.


	But I do not enjoy condemning people for this reason, thus falsifying their life path. Ruining a good result because of a moment of weakness…


	…is sad.


	I do not want it to end like this, even if this guy is so unpleasant that—okay, better not think about it.


	I raise my arm.


	“Hey! What are you going to do? If you rebel you will only get worse…”


	[Judgment]


	[Judgment: Dream]


	No surprise. The System and I, are not managed by the same index of values.


	The man starts to pulverize and looks scared at me.


	“Witch, what have you done!? What have you done!? I'm disintegrating, I'm disintegrating!”


	I smile at him. Imagine if I console him, let me enjoy these moments of revenge. Soon, he will have eternal dreams, and we will never meet again.


	The man disappears in despair and is overhanded with his prize. I would never want to be part of his dream. I get shivers just thinking about it.


	In his place, a cloud of ash remains. A coral sprout appears between the planks of the veranda.


	Worried, I bend down to look. They are coming here too…


	I should have used [Scan]. Maybe that guy was a [Hero]. And he needed to be taken to Whirlpool.


	I doubt it. But, at least, even if it, he went to the crypt. The [lv: 5] surpassed by him. Sure. I acted on impulse. That is the result,


	a small mistake. That accumulates as its species overflows. I wish I had a solution to the [Devil]'s effects, but I cannot think of anything.


	Or rather, there is something in my head. Something blurry that seems more like a fantasy than a memory.


	Meh. I get back on my feet and breathe in the desert breeze. I look at the sky on the horizon. There are flashes.


	No rain on the horizon.


	Ewh. I am going back home to make some tea.


	♦


	On the table is the black silk umbrella. Together with the Atmosphere-eater—the living sword—it is the most prestigious object I own.


	I rarely have to resort to the internal blade. Usually, I carry it around the dungeon as a decorative umbrella. In the desert, this is not possible due to the wind.


	Too annoying when the wind blows it up. If I got close to the tornado, I am sure. I could take off like a bird.


	I take the umbrella, weigh it, and open it. I let the rays twirl between my fingers. I take a couple of steps around the house.


	I stop to look at my reflection in the bathroom mirror.


	It is a nice umbrella. I try to imagine the first owner, whoever it was, reflected in my place.


	I leave it alone and go back to the room. I have very little to do these days.


	{N, N, you're a terrible goddess, know that!}


	Uh, that voice again.


	{Using Prayer is annoying and doesn't work very well.}


	What is it saying? Whose voice is this?


	Now that I am alone, it does not seem mental. It is not my thoughts—it is more…


	{Look, I'm telling you telepathically to come here. Do you want to leave your trusty Gron in trouble?}


	Gron?


	Gron…


	… It is a name I am familiar with. Or is it a trap?


	There are no other living beings in the Underwasteland. I am sure.


	But I am also sure of the magical abilities of this voice. This is a telepathic spell. The voice itself said so.


	{Last call. Then, I will try to move forward even without you. I'm a little disappointed but, then again... look, I don't want to make it personal, just come here.}


	Ah, this type of exhortation is not the best…


	As hard as I try, I cannot think of who or what this Gron could be. It is a fiction of the communication source.


	However, there is indeed a position.


	I do not know what place it is, but I can reach it. Maybe I have to reach it. Perhaps, it is a message from the System.


	Hmm…


	I bite my lip thoughtfully.


	At worst, it is a trap. But whose? And why?


	I have defeated the [Devil] and its servant, Kirlh'iau. Therefore, it cannot be an enemy.


	And even if it were, I can count on my abilities.


	Fine, I get it.


	[Dungeon path]


	♦


	I emerge into a dimly lit quarry. The bluish luminescence of ivy and error corals is familiar to me. This is an offshoot of the area [A-9].


	“Prr. Finally! Do you like being worshiped like a goddess? By now, I thought my abilities were clogged. Don't make any more jokes like that. It could be fatal for me. I might suffer from it.”


	The voice comes from below, but as I turn around, I notice a zombie.


	“Ah! Prr, where are you looking!”


	Oh, it does not move its mouth!


	A ventriloquist? A telepath?


	It would not be the first time I've met people like this. But not here…


	Hmm…


	[Dispel]


	The zombie scatters to dust. [Dispel] is a [skill] I got when I reached [a: 2]. Allows me to dispel the effect or activation of magical [skills] of [3] or less. Canceling it.


	So, it is a [Necromancy] summon?


	“Hey, what are you doing? It took me a very, very, veeery long time to summon that undead!!! Prr, what ways are those!? Not everyone is like you, who can evoke it as if it were breathing.”


	I look down at the source of the voice. A black cat with an orange mane and paws looks with grim expression at me. Very pretty, actually, but sulky.


	“Oh! But you're a cat!”


	“N, you're N right? Are you the Empress of the Underwasteland!?” The cat sits on its hind legs and passes a paw over its head.


	Aww, cute.


	“It's me, what's a cat doing here? The area you are in is separate from the rest of the Underwasteland. Tell me, where you are from. How do you know my name?”


	“Brake, brake. N, it's me, Gron.” The cat puffs out its chest by talking.


	I shake my ears and tilt my head.


	Gron.


	Gron…


	Gron?


	“Hm, have we met before?”


	“…N, I am your priest, your four-legged friend. We have similar ears. Leviathan, the fish, Dal-Dazzer—in short, indeed, I haven't been heard from for decades, but to snub me like this… forget me like any deceased.”


	“I do not forget the deceased. I must remember who I judge.”


	“Exactly, much worse then! Do you remember mere work collaborations and don't remember your friend? Come on, you're not funny, pff.”


	Gron turns its head stiffly. Instinctively, I look in that direction.


	Ivy, coral, rocks, and nothing else.


	Ci-cin.


	I bend over, sitting on my heels, and keeping my hands on my knees.


	I raise my ears and try to listen to the breathing, while I look at the beautiful cat.


	I know the [Leviathan]. But I do not know who this Dal-Dazzer is.


	Gron is free of injuries. But it is not breathing. If Gron was dead, it would stink, but it is also true that it talked about decades.


	The sand covers the smells.


	“Hmm…”


	“Sigh… I guess you don't remember. That's perhaps why you didn't grant my request.”


	I carefully watch the cat's movements. It did not give up even for a moment. It is not an act.


	It does not breathe.


	“Are you deceased?”


	Gron raises its ears and stares at me with its big orange eyes.


	“Yes, but you already knew this. Is it possible that you don't remember the great Gron?”


	I frown.


	A deceased person who is my friend. A deceased walking free in the Underwasteland.


	It is supposed to be against the rules. But if its level is a threat, the System would warn me.


	So—


	“Care to explain to me? You seem to know me well, but I don't remember anything about you. I'm very sorry.”


	Gron gets on all fours and takes a few steps into the vegetation. It sighs.


	“N, in recent years I have learned many things. I don't know if I was right to summon you, this meeting was certainly an unfortunate discovery—but…” It turns towards me. “But I'm happy to see you again. You seem more mature, and maybe it's normal for you to forget.”


	I scratch my forehead. It is not normal for [Bakenekro] to forget.


	Its words fit with my sense of loss.


	That ‘something’ that I should do. But if I think about it, I cannot clarify.


	Maybe it is something related to Gron?


	But who is Gron?


	A talking cat?


	Should I use [Scan]?


	Ci-cin.


	I shake my head and stand up. The snake-headed tail is thrust forward and stares at Gron in silence.


	It reciprocates without saying anything.


	Weird.


	My tail usually hisses at strangers. It never shows this silent interest—being semi-independent, maybe it remembers something I no longer know.


	Anyway…


	“Gron, I would like to tell you that it is a pleasure to see you again too. But that would be a lie, I hope you can understand and forgive me.”


	“Yes, don't worry. I am in no position to take offense.”


	That sudden submissiveness aroused nostalgia in me. Have we already discussed this in the past?


	“I don't know why you're here, but it's clear that if we know each other, you've stopped by my house.”


	“That's right, we even played and sang together.”


	“Oh, I'm sorry. Really. Would you like to come up and tell me about yourself? Of me? Your call here also surprises me. This place should not be reachable from—”


	“Prr, I reached this place through some disused pipelines. It's too large for me to say, but since I haven't found any other facilities, I don't rule out the possibility that regular income doesn't exist.”


	“Oh…” I am impressed. Here is a plausible solution to an age-old mystery.


	No [Bakenekro] can get here without [Dungeon path], because the entrances are not there. But Gron's presence and its words demonstrate that the area [A-9] is indisputably one part of the dungeon among many.


	It is not a sub dungeon, nor a separate reality. It is just an area that is difficult to access.


	However—


	“…Gron, did you happen to encounter any plants even before reaching this area?”


	“No. They started towards the end of the pipes.”


	“I understand.” Yes, it is an area like the one where I chased the [Devil].


	There are rooms whose geography and climate are isolated from the rest.


	“Look,” Gron approaches me and rubs its tail against my ankle. It is very soft. I caress it. “Prr, would you like to talk about it while we play chess?”


	♦


	Gron looks at the horizon from the veranda. Its fur is moved by the wind. The light from the vista creates bright reflections in it.


	It looked at what the chessboard had become and then started poking around.


	The corals are immediately interested. Now, it is contemplating the tornado.


	“Everything changed.”


	I am sitting on a cushion behind the cat.


	“These are the Devil's errors. The more time passes the more they expand.”


	Gron turns its head to the side. “I saw that they started to grow from a certain moment on, but I didn't imagine this. I thought they were typical formations of the area I was entering.”


	“I can't blame you. The dungeon is so vast, that I don't know all of it myself. I have learned from experience that corridors and halls are not all there is.”


	Gron lies down on the boards and looks back at the horizon. “In recent years I have come a long way. Being deceased isn't that bad. I don't get tired, nor do I need to feed myself… though.”


	“But?”


	“But I think I understand you now. I understood what it means to be bored, to be alone…”


	I look down and trace circles on my skirt with my index finger. “Could you tell me about our first meeting?”


	Gron rolls lazily, tipping me over. It licks its chops and yawns, showing me the rows of sharp teeth.


	“Yes, maybe it will help you remember.”


	And so Gron talks to me about our first meeting. About life as an adventurer, about our argument.


	“Sorry, I was terrible on that occasion.”


	“Forget about it. Go ahead.” With a wave of my hand, I touch it.


	There is no point in apologizing. Since I do not remember the event, I do not hold any grudges.


	But Gron is nice and honest. I understand why we had a good relationship.


	The discussion continues on the moment of its escape, on the fact that even now it is grateful for not having judged it, and on the rain of fish and the clash against that [Half-demon].


	Now, things get complicated. I get serious, and my wrist shakes.


	“Please repeat.”


	“When you teleported to the core, after that siren went all over the desert. There were fish, an ocean of tasty fish as far as the eye could see. That enormous creature, the Leviathan, and you who wanted to clean everything with the living sword.”


	I remember.


	I remember all these things. The siren, the emergency panel asking me to confirm [obliteration], the [core], and the final battle with the [Champion] of… I do not remember that.


	Whose [Champion] Kirlh'iau was?


	Most importantly, why do not I remember Gron?


	From how it describes the situations and the emotions, it is indisputable that it was present. There is no way Gron is making up so many stories and so coherently.


	It even knows that once upon a time, there was a chessboard here. And there was no tornado.


	Ci-cin.


	My tails intertwine and release. “Gron, why didn't you stay by my side?”


	“I… wanted to explore this world, relive my days as an adventurer.”


	I stop bothering my skirt and place my hand on the charred boards. With my other hand, I move a lock of hair behind my shoulder.


	Gron. I look at it and have no reason to doubt its words. Yet, right now, I have a feeling.


	«Fsss.»


	“Your tail is cute as always.”


	“Gron, why didn't I judge you?”


	“I asked you.”


	We remain silent for a few moments. Gron looks at the board, twists its neck towards the desert, and stands up.


	As I watch it stretch, I do not say anything. I run the thumb of my right hand over the sharp nails and do not think of anything in particular.


	Gron comes closer and crouches on my legs. It looks at me and starts purring.


	Instinctively, I start to caress it.


	It has a soft fur and keeps me warm. My fingers run through that dark, orange mass, and I try to recall that sensation.


	“Gron… why didn't I judge you?”


	After a few caresses, the cat stops purring. It rests its muzzle on my knee and closes its eyes.


	As a deceased cat, it cannot be tired.


	“This was the reason for our argument.”


	“I understand.”


	“I'm looking for Dal-Dazzer, my creator, remember? I left with your approval.”


	“Uh, strange request… there are no people here. Only deceased. Did He create you?”


	Gron raises its head and turns around.


	I am about to pet it. But it stops my hand by placing its paw and gives my finger a lick. It has a rough tongue.


	I do not understand its state of mind. Its face is radically different from mine. If it were an elf, a human, an orc, or similar... but that is difficult.


	“Dal-Dazzer is probably dead. He lies beyond the Golden Doors.”


	Silence.


	Gron's fur flutters windy. I look at it indecisively, unable to respond.


	“The… Golden Doors?”


	The Golden Doors. How?


	“The doors that separate the Underwasteland from the room where the most dangerous dead rest, those beyond ninety.”


	But it does not make sense. It cannot be.


	Ah! I have a headache.


	I feel something emerge like a spike in my skull.


	“MEOW!”


	Ci-cin, Ci-cin!


	I jump up. Gron jumps to avoid falling to the ground.


	“Gron! Gron, the Golden Doors, the Golden Doors!”


	The cat shakes itself and starts fixing its tangled fur. “Glad you remembered, now we can come…”


	“Gron, have you discovered that they exist!?”


	The cat's wide-eyed stare silences me.


	“Um… Did I say something wrong?”


	♦


	Touching the smooth surface in the darkness, I feel the cold metal bas-reliefs. I see no locks.


	At the top of the steps, that lead to the pier overlooking the Ocean. I am speechless.


	The sound of the Whirlpool is far away in the background.


	“N, you really didn't remember this place? But don't you come down here often?”


	I nod. We're in the dark. I cannot see it, but I trust Gron can see me.


	“I do not know what to say. I had completely removed their existence. Even now, it seems incredible that they are here. In front of me. So, beyond these doors, is there an empty throne?”


	“And perhaps my creator.”


	“Wow… I don't know what to say. I feel so stupid.”


	I feel something hairy press against my ankle. Must be a Gron paw.


	“Don't be mortified. I don't think you're stupid.”


	“Thank you, but this amnesia…”


	“I believe it is enemy work.”


	Oh, that makes sense. It is a more than plausible hypothesis. Given my past, I know I have powerful enemies.


	However…


	“…why make me forget about this door? And what's the point of you looking for another income?”


	“I'm just a cat, prr.” There is a languor in Gron's tone. “But I think the answer is implicit in your questions. Or rather, with my reasoning skills, I can guarantee you that the two questions are consequences of the same answer.”


	I rest my hand on what I believe to be a structure. It has an intricate pattern of relief, and with touch alone, I can only establish its inhuman nature.


	The same answer—if I think about it what do I get?


	Gron wants to reach this place.


	I have a hidden memory of this place, left in me like a distant legend.


	Gron wanted to pass through these doors to reach its creator…


	…an enemy attack…


	…hm.


	But yes, of course!


	“They also erased you from my memory because you want to pass through these doors. Your existence is a reminder to me of this room.”


	That is what happened.


	Whoever came up with this plan was not very farsighted.


	Maybe it did not know that Gron has a [skill] given by the [job: Priest] that allows it to pray to me and tell me its location?


	Possibly given that according to it, it was originally a cat [Chef].


	However, the more I think about it, the more details emerge.


	Even [Leviathan] and [Devil] should rest beyond these doors.


	“Gron, in any case, you can't pass through here. Dungeon path and Shadow wall don't work.”


	“Don't worry. The important thing is that now you remember. The path I'm taking is also valuable. Because I don't take shortcuts.”


	I turn towards the cat's voice, but I see nothing but darkness. Mental attack or not, I'm sorry I do not remember this creature. It seems to trust me.


	“Okay, let's go back up then. Touch me, please.”


	As soon as I feel the hair on my ankle, I use [Dungeon path].


	♦


	On the veranda, Gron tries to rub its eyes with the paws. Perhaps it is not used to the sharp change between darkness and light.


	“So, why did you pray to me?”


	“Prr, there is an obstacle in my way.”


	“Well, if you've reached the A-nine area. Surely, you've already overcome some obstacles. I mean, doesn't every hall have gargoyles guarding it?”


	Gron nods. “The gargoyles gave me a hard time. But small creatures like me have a much easier time in the Underwasteland. Seeing in the dark and having Explorer skills worked to my advantage.”


	“What do you mean?”


	“Like pipes, you didn't know existed. There are countless ravines and openings. Passages in the dungeon. Even shortcuts down.”


	“Oh, I see. Did you advance according to logic? Did I give you some tips that I don't remember?”


	“I simply went down. I had no idea you forgot about the Golden Doors.”


	I cross my arms and close my eyes. This situation makes me think. I have no way of dealing with it.


	On the one hand, it makes me anxious. On the other, I do not think it should overestimate. In case of a threat, the System would warn me.


	A bit, but sure.


	I reopen my eyes and scratch my ear. “Tell me about this obstacle then. Then we will decide how to act.”


	“Prr, don't you want to put me to rest?”


	“No, no, don't worry. Even if I don't remember, I have no intention of breaking my word. I'm a little dizzy, that's all.”


	Gron nods and picks its nails at the boards. No problem, I know that the Underwasteland self-regenerates.


	“Good,” Gron retracts its claws and sits on its hind legs. “When I travel in fairly large spaces, I usually summon undead. They aren't strong on their own, but they take their time. When I trigger gargoyles, I have a way to keep them busy and get around them.”


	Sure. A simple and efficient tactic.


	“The fact is that a few miles away from where you found me. There is a particular area. I wouldn't have gotten there straight away. I don't know why I crossed that abyss. Honestly, I did it because I would have had to go back up, and honestly, I didn't feel like it. Getting down is the priority, right?”


	I understand.


	Stumbling into the great abyss of the area [A-9], from a point different from mine—perhaps the other side Gron decided to continue.


	Then it came to the [Sanctuary].


	That is the only particular area I can think of in that place. The fact that it made the premise about zombies summoned with [Necromancy]…


	“I bet the undead can't follow you over the edge.”


	Gron nods.


	Sigh.


	“I understand, but I think I can't help you.”


	“Prr. And why?”


	“Because I have already been there, I have seen interesting things. But there is no way to go further down. For all I know, the plan could extend for thousands of miles or more.”


	I gaze at the table on which the umbrella is still resting.


	The idea of holding it and venturing back into the [Sanctuary] excites me.


	Just the thought moves my mood. I feel butterflies in my stomach. My newfound friend and I lost ourselves exploring that land of frost and metal.


	Hehe, like when I chased the [Devil] with Sylviette… ironic that I can be nostalgic for such a tragedy.


	It is true that time erases, if not memories, at least reality.


	However, I would be of no use to Gron.


	“Even if I accompanied you, you are the first to say that there are roads in the dungeon close to me. I can't see in the dark. I couldn't pass through the hidden streets you told me about.”


	“Hmm, you could still accompany me for a certain distance. Nobody says we have to reach the Golden Doors together. Also, is there nothing that inspires you about a remote place? Maybe I can help you find something you missed.”


	I nod and smile. I lower my head and look at my hand on the floor.


	“There are some things I would like to explore further, and I won't deny that your proposal is intriguing. But I cannot. I have to get to the bottom of the coral problem first. I'm afraid that when I leave the desert when I return, I will find some forest.”


	Gron licks its chops and turns to look out the window.


	“Oh, I see. You have some big problems here. Given how I've treated you in the past, you might even be offended. Prrr. I wouldn't blame you. But…”


	“But what?”


	Gron looks back at me with wide eyes. “The fact is, there are other people.”


	“What!? Other people?” I raise my eyebrows and blink.


	What does it mean by other people?


	Does it mean those atypical metal beings?


	No, it cannot mean them. It would have said there are monsters, not people. At least, I think a cat used to living among humanoids would say that.


	I hide my mouth behind my hand and think of an answer.


	Gron purrs, perhaps happy to have caught my attention.


	“According to your words, the dungeon should not have guests wandering freely through the rooms and corridors. I'm an exception, right?”
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