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Never underestimate the guy who has so much Mana it should kill him…

Nathaniel’s bus ride was supposed to be just another boring commute. But now, he, 23 fellow passengers, and a corgi named Biscuit are stuck in a “Hell difficulty” tutorial, battling monsters and leveling up.

Easy difficulty, anyone can handle. Normal difficulty, you’ve got to put up a fight to get by. Hard difficulty is where only the tough ones last. And Hell? That’s where you have to be a bit out of your mind!

With his terrifying talent for mana manipulation, Nathaniel decides to invest every stat point into mana. Attribute imbalance be damned. It will either kill him before the monsters and his enemies can, or turn him into one of the most powerful beings within the system.



My Discord - https://discord.com/invite/s5ARCv7kfG

New chapters are released 5 times per week Monday - Friday (CEST). 

            







Side story (non-canon) - A Nibble to Remember


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Non canon. The story is meant for fun only. 







 



                

                Not lore. The story is meant for fun only. 



It was all just a coincidence. Just a small event that changed everything. Even that should never have happened.

“God damn it, Biscuit, be careful when you’re taking food from me,” the older man complains, nursing his slightly bleeding finger.

With a single drop of blood remaining on the corgi’s lip, something terrifying happens. The small animal licks its lips, and at that moment, it understands.

It understands the words it had heard before.

The words that said this place isn’t real, that this is a facade created by the system.

And with that understanding comes a question.

If everything is fake, does that mean the food is fake too? Just an illusion crafted by that strange entity?

(Food Fake)

 



 

Later that night, a young man named Kevin walked through the camp, keeping watch.

“Fucking Cinderbear, I hope it won’t appear again.”

At that moment, a strange noise surprises him. Momentarily forgetting caution, the young man decides to follow the noise.

“Hello?” he asks quietly, making his way through the trees of the first floor of the tutorial.

The silence that responds is filled only by a strange, wet noise, like a messy eater slurping soup.

Emerging from behind the trees, shock overtakes him, leaving him speechless.

He sees the older man he had just spoken with an hour ago. A small creature is sitting on the man’s chest, taking slow, deliberate bites out of his neck, seemingly enjoying every bite.

(Food!) echoes in his mind before a tentacle made of dark pulsating mana decapitates him, and his body falls to the ground.

The creature swiftly continues to tear at the dead man’s neck, enjoying its meal.

This food is real.

This food isn’t fake.

For the first time, the creature understands the difference, and a bizarre message rings in its head.

 

Congratulations, you have acquired a new skill!

 

[Devour]

 

[Devour - lvl 0 > Devour - lvl 1(Max)]

You have perfectly devoured your enemy.

[Lvl 3 > Lvl 16]

You have acquired 39 stat points! Invest carefully!

 

The creature doesn’t understand, what are stat points?

At that moment, everything could still have been fixed. Things could have returned to normal and it was still possible to stop the creature.

But.

(Mana?)

The creature remembers the words it heard from its favorite human so often.

(More mana!) resonates in the surroundings.

And then everything is lost, all stat points invested in ways they never should have been, feeding the mana-hungry skill, and allowing it to grow.

 



 

“What the heck, Biscuit!” a young man with different colored eyes screams, some hint of emotion discernible in his voice. The creature’s favorite human.

The answer is a confused tilt of the creature’s head.

“Fuck, what the hell!” he continues.

The creature doesn’t understand, looking down at the body, at the food near its legs.

(Food) it tries to project, but the man doesn’t understand.

“You can’t…” he starts, then gives up. Mana flares up around his body, threatening to combat the creature.

Threatening to stand between it and the real food.

Real food? Did they call themselves humans?

“Lily…” another food mutters, and then they both attack the creature, forcing it to retreat from the body of the young black-haired girl.

The creature realizes that it can’t fight its favorite human, still feeling some form of attachment.

So it [Devours] the space in front of itself, reappearing far, far away, leaving everything behind.

In front of it, a giant bear materializes, its eyes glowing with orange light and sparks of the same color floating nearby.

It feels different, maybe it’s food?

The creature turns towards it, and dozens of dark purple tentacles appear from its back. Cute barks sound into the surroundings as it attacks the monster.

 



 

You have perfectly devoured your enemy.

[Lvl 32 > Lvl 89]

You have devoured a new skill - [Challenge]

The creature curiously tilts its head, a small pink tongue still protruding from its bloodied maw.

(More mana!) echoes again, new stats making it even more formidable.

Yet, the enemy this time wasn’t real food. Now smarter, the creature better understands that it’s fake and that only people from its home can be considered real.

So it moves again, and it [Devours].

 



 

There’s only one human remaining, the creature’s favorite human. It holds him with two of its tentacles, continuously biting into the man’s left arm, the man still alive and trying to fight.

Yet it [Devours] everything, all the attacks, all the mana. Unable to stop, the food it has now is the best it’s ever had.

(Food) it states happily.

“…”

(Food?)

Silence is the answer and it realizes that its favorite is gone. Gone in the same way the creature’s old owner is gone.

You have perfectly devoured your enemy.

[Lvl 130 > Lvl 166]

You have devoured a new skill - [Focus]

 



 

More time passes and a new notification sounds. A month since the start of the first floor.

The entrance to the second floor appears and the creature, curious and in search of more food wobbles inside while swinging its short tail from side to side.

Congratulations! You have cleared the 1st floor of the Hell difficulty tutorial. Welcome to the second floor: Mana-Infused Kingdom.

Congratulations! You can now choose your primary class. Your offered choices are based on your performance up until now in the tutorial.

You have acquired one skill upgrade token.

You have acquired one skill point.

You can now use Community, with a time limit of 10 minutes per 24 hours.

You have acquired 5 stat points.

(More mana!) it repeats.

It also upgrades its skill.

[Devour - lvl 1(Max) > Perfect Devour - lvl 1(Max)]

 



 

More time passes and the floors change a few times. Every time, the creature [Devours] everything.

But then, one day.

Welcome to the community tournament.

More real food appears.

 



 

Much more time passes and the creature, ravenous, starts to devour the place it’s trapped in.

The place that stands between it and Earth, a place teeming with real food.

Error detected within the tutorial’s 5th round, group 4. Unable to ?*#äúé3-

The creature continues to [Devour]. The creature maintains its [Focus], and then [Challenges] the system.

It won’t stop. It will return to its home, and it will enjoy real food once more. It will continue to consume.

 

It won’t stop until everything is Biscuit.

 

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Non canon. The story is meant for fun only. 



 

Guys, your response to my request for story name ideas was amazing. I received so many comments and suggestions!

I’ll take some time to consider them and I’ll definitely let you know if I decide to keep the current name, use one of my own ideas, or select one of yours. I haven’t forgotten the promised $50 if I choose an idea from one of you!

As a tiny token of my gratitude, I posted this Side Story a little bit earlier, even before reaching our follower goal. I hope you’ve enjoyed it! :)

This side story is not lore-accurate but I truly enjoyed writing it!

The idea came from a conversation under one of the Patreon chapters, so you can direct your thanks to Michael Hughes.
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Halloween Special (non-canon) - Nibble to Remember: part 2


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    This is not part of canon! Bonus chapter, for Halloween and for fun. 



                

                Item #: SCP-3127

Object Class: Absolute Unit

 

[image: image]

 

Special Containment Procedures: SCP-3127, informally known as “Biscuit”, is to be contained in a 100m x 100m chamber made of reinforced endurium walls interwoven with epic-graded mana circuits. These measures ensure resistance against the force of its mana tentacles and other abilities. The chamber is to be anchored with anti-magical runes and SCP-3127 must always be supplied with a high amount of food to prevent Biscuit’s agitation. Access is restricted to Level 9 personnel, the highest level. Prolonged direct visual contact with SCP-3127 is strictly prohibited.

Personnel assigned to SCP-3127 are required to undergo advanced psychic resistance training and must possess defensive items specifically designed to resist Biscuit’s telepathic abilities. Telepathic communication should be approached with extreme caution and only by individuals of Champion rank.

Under NO CIRCUMSTANCES is direct physical contact with SCP-3127 permitted.

 

Description: SCP-3127, or “Biscuit”, is a mysterious entity. It resembles a dog and though it appears externally like a Corgi, its true nature is far from ordinary. A dark purple aura surrounds it, and tentacle-like mana constructs eerily emerge from this shroud. These tentacles, both solid and intangible, have been observed stretching up to 10 miles during Biscuit’s return to Earth, moving in patterns that defy all known physical laws.

SCP-3127 has highly potent telepathic abilities. Those who attempt communication often suffer psychological disturbances, including paranoia, vivid nightmares, and episodes of catatonia. Following communication attempts, five personnel members took their own lives, their last word being: “Asshole”. The meaning of this message remains a mystery.

Despite SCP-3127’s tendency to hover slowly, it can exhibit surprising speed and agility, especially when threatened or seeking its favorite sustenance: food. It has an insatiable hunger, particularly for foods that were once alive. In past containment breaches, SCP-3127 sought live prey and displayed a horrifying method of consumption termed [Devour] by researchers. The aftermath of this method is a void where nothing exists. 

Tests indicate that its preferred food is dried deer meat, which is used sparingly to pacify SCP-3127. Large quantities have been secured.

 

[image: image]

 

Addendum 3127-S: SCP-3127 returned to Earth from a realm named the “Hell difficulty tutorial”, which seemingly consisted of nightmarish challenges. Out of over 3,000 individuals who entered the fifth round of this “tutorial”, only SCP-3127 returned. The fate of the others remains undetermined.

 

Addendum 3127-P: A research team, aiming to comprehend SCP-3127’s capabilities, listed potential sub-classes based on observed behaviors. Leading theories suggest it might be a [Master of Gluttony] or an even higher rank. The exact nature and full extent of its power are shrouded in terrifying mystery.

 

Addendum 3127-O: On October 31, SCP-3127 sent a psychic message to all personnel within its containment facility, stating, (I require sustenance.) Immediate effects included severe nosebleeds among exposed staff. Enhanced security measures were enacted, and deer jerky was provided. The motives behind SCP-3127’s message are being probed.

 

Addendum 3127-O: During a maintenance inspection of SCP-3127’s chamber, previously unseen symbols were found inscribed on the floor directly beneath SCP-3127’s hovering position. Efforts to interpret the symbols have been unsuccessful as extended exposure leads to severe gastric distress in researchers.

 

Addendum 3127-K: Surveillance footage revealed SCP-3127 emitting a low-frequency hum in its rest phase. Analysis shows the hum contains multi-layered tones. Listening induces intense hunger and a profound sense of existential dread. All recordings are archived and restricted to those with appropriate clearance. All other copies have been carefully destroyed.

 

Addendum 3127-Y: Interviews with returnees, individuals who experienced “the tutorial”, suggest that participants were subjected to escalating challenges designed to “elevate” or “transform” them. SCP-3127’s unique abilities and its emergence as the sole survivor of the fifth round have prompted researchers to theorize that these rounds were designed to grant participants eldritch abilities. Efforts to find the entrance or remnants of “the tutorial” continue.

 

Addendum 3127-B: A recent incident involving SCP-3127 led to Dr. ██████‘s disappearance. While presenting a live sample for SCP-3127’s consumption, the entity’s tentacles enveloped and drew the doctor to itself. Before on-site security could intervene, both SCP-3127 and Dr. ██████ vanished from the visible spectrum. They reappeared minutes later with Dr. ██████ in shock and SCP-3127 appearing satisfied. Dr. ██████ is now under quarantine and receiving a psychological assessment. He repeatedly murmurs the word, (Asshole.)” Further investigation is required.

 

Addendum 3127-I: After the incident with Dr. ██████, SCP-3127 began to display new behaviors. It intermittently projects images of a young man with heterochromia onto its containment chamber walls. Observing this projection, SCP-3127 becomes extremely calm, momentarily resembling an ordinary corgi. The intent or meaning of these projections is yet to be deciphered.

 

Addendum 3127-S: SCP-3127 appears capable of “marking” select individuals. Marked individuals describe hearing whispers labeling them “Asshole” and recount dreams of infinite banquets where they play both the diner and the meal. Attempts to neutralize or reverse this marking have been unsuccessful. Subsequently, three staff members took their own lives a few days later.

 

Addendum 3127-C: A minor containment breach transpired on [REDACTED]. Surveillance revealed SCP-3127 producing an unusually large tentacle, which effortlessly breached the chamber’s door. The entity lingered in the corridor for exactly three minutes and seventeen seconds. During this time, nearby personnel experienced paralyzing hunger and fear. SCP-3127 then retreated to its chamber, and the tentacle retracted. While no fatalities occurred, affected staff needed medical and psychological treatment. Containment measures have been revised to stop similar incidents, and several Champion disciples have been dispatched to monitor the entity.

 

Addendum 3127-U: Over a five-day span, from [REDACTED] to [REDACTED], SCP-3127 demonstrated an uncharacteristic calm. Its signature purple aura faded notably, and the entity remained motionless, without any tentacle manifestations. Throughout this interval, researchers felt a serene atmosphere near its chamber. Psychic members of the SCP team sensed profound sorrow radiating from SCP-3127. The rationale behind this demeanor is undetermined.

 

Addendum 3127-I: On [REDACTED], SCP-3127 breached its containment. Cameras caught SCP-3127 turning a deep black shade, followed by a rapid, forceful tentacle expansion that damaged the chamber and incapacitated adjacent staff. The facility was immediately locked down. During the breach, SCP-3127 navigated the facility, seemingly in search of something or someone. A disturbing telepathic message was relayed to every mind within a 50-mile radius: (I require sustenance.) The entity subsequently disappeared, having eliminated most of the guards. All SCP installations are on maximum alert, and re-containment of SCP-3127 is the highest priority. 

All Earth’s Champions have been notified.

 

Addendum 3127-T: On [REDACTED], a synchronized psychic transmission from SCP-3127, more powerful than any preceding message, was sent through the Earth. The communication, unsettling in its simplicity, declared a mysterious message:

 

(Food Food.)

 



In the immediate aftermath of this message, SCP-3127 materialized outside its last known containment location, radiating a more potent purple aura. Global anomalies occurred almost immediately. Satellites captured the terrifying scene from space: vast, swirling vortices of purple energy manifested in every major city worldwide. When these vortices touched the ground, they started consuming buildings, nature, and life itself. SCP-3127 began releasing unprecedented amounts of mana, which started altering physical laws.

Major world governments, in collaboration with the SCP Foundation, launched emergency procedures to tackle this escalating threat. However, conventional weapons were ineffective against SCP-3127-1. More concerning, one of Earth’s Champions, the leading candidate for the title of Earth’s Absolute, Victoria Gwyn, confronted SCP-3127. Absolute candidate Victoria Gwyn displayed an intense hatred towards the entity. This seems to be linked to the disappearance of her brother during the 5th round of the tutorial, where Biscuit also participated.

The ensuing battle between SCP-3127 and Champion Victoria Gwyn destroyed most of Europe. Two other Absolute candidates died when they tried to intervene, along with dozens of other tutorial returnees.

It’s impossible to determine the exact toll on civilian lives, but estimates suggest hundreds of millions died within hours of the conflict, with many more dying due to the Mana Radiation resulting from the two beings clashing.

 

[image: image]

 

Champion Victoria Gwyn ultimately retreated, gravely injured with her mana depleted. Her left arm was lost, and no known skill could restore it.

As the days turned into weeks, the world descended into chaos. Biscuit gently hovers and moves across the globe. Satellite images now show our once-blue planet filled with vast patches of purple mana that devour everything.

Foundation researchers, operating from secret locations, are urgently seeking a solution. SCP-3127, or Biscuit, remains mysterious and unbeaten. Its goals, while devastating on a global scale, are still not entirely clear.

The world is on the edge of annihilation, yet unified against a common, extremely strong enemy.

We will fight until our last breaths, we won’t stop and we won´t become (Food.), yet we are worried, the fight in front of us seems impossible.

 

Someone, please, help us.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    
Nibble to remember: part 1 - https://www.royalroad.com/fiction/64916/hell-difficulty-tutorial/chapter/1237317/side-story-a-nibble-to-remember



Halloween special! I hope you enjoyed it. This is the second chapter released today, so don’t miss the first one, which is a regular chapter (Chapter 177).








Thanks for reading and Happy Halloween!




                



Chapter 696 - Beginning of the Beyond Event


                POV Weslin

After the deadline to join the Beyond Event passes, I find myself surrounded by about five hundred people. It feels like a surprisingly large number, considering our guild only has about fifty members here, and I would estimate that even fewer are being fielded by the Eternal Court. The rest must be either those who allowed themselves to be hired by the Eternal Court or those with some sort of connection to the Ancient Armory.

The highest rank present being A-rank means the guild master of Eternal Court is likely to be here as well, even though I haven’t seen so much as a trace of him so far.

With only fifty members to our name, we should probably be thinking of ourselves as a possible target if the others decide to gather their forces, and yet I don’t think that will happen. Everyone knows the Primordial Knights. You just don’t attack a bunch of demons unless you’re ready to bleed for it. 

I just hope someone from our guild doesn’t attack first. Up to this point, they’ve been following my orders, since I am the highest ranked member here, meaning likely the strongest.

Maybe this event will even bring me closer to the S-ranks now that I think about it. Not long ago, I thought that goal would be nearly impossible, something the others had exaggerated, but ever since I met that maniac, that asshole, that little shit, that annoying arrogant jerk, that motherf… ehm, I’ve found it impossible not to push myself forward.

Even if he hasn’t realized it, he’s pushed me to strive harder, and by now, I can be certain that no one else in the tutorial is as skilled with Primordial Void as I am.

“Weslin, we should attack them first. I bet we could take down a good chunk before they even realized what was happening,” one of the demons at my side says.

The one next to him nods seriously. “Morwag would’ve attacked them.”

“Don’t even bring up what Morwag would do,” I snap back to cut off that line of thinking right at the roots.

“So you want to wait for now?” the demon asks as if it is something weird to do.

“For now. We didn’t come here to fight them, but if they show any sign of attacking, don’t hold yourself back.” I tell him.

“Calling me a fucking demon is a clear sign of hostility, right?”

I look straight at him, and he stares back. “No, it fucking isn’t.”

“Oh,” he mutters sadly.

“Weslin, you haven’t been on the fourth floor for quite a while. What gives you the right to order us around like this? Is it possible that you’ve grown weaker lately?” the woman, Yela, asks.

The worst part is that she’s not even a demon. She’s a velnar, but that doesn’t seem to matter in the slightest with her. She behaves exactly like the demons, and the respect they show her confirms it.

This is why I hate dealing with these things. It’s always the same. It’s not just difficult, it’s tedious, and it makes me feel dirty. That rawness that’s so evident in demons is something I share to a degree, and I hate it.

I am about to step toward her to deal with it when I feel a notification from the mark Nathaniel placed on me. Within the next two seconds, he appears by my side. The shocking smile I saw on his face when he first met that woman is gone, replaced by the usual resting bitch face.

“Weslin, I have to introduce you to a few people, and damn if I haven’t already noticed some fun and annoying people here. Io’s here. If you see that fuck, tell me, I have to kill him. If you see a demon called Malika, tell me too, I’ll need to hide, and…”

He pauses, and before he can continue, Yela steps closer, interrupting us, standing above us, and trying to push on with her attempt to take over leadership. There are probably two or three other demons looking to do the same, and who are stronger than she is, but they respect her enough to let her try first since she moved first.

Nathaniel glances up at her. “The fuck you want?”

His words are ice cold, and he instantly catches her intent. Unlike me, he doesn’t seem to care. He’s told me this many times, but he thinks the demons’ behaviour is kind of cute, and that likely extends to this velnar, who acts like one. Meaning that he doesn’t really mind playing their constant game of who is strongest.

The beat of his hearts grows more audible as thermal energy dances across his skin. The same golden colored flames appear around the velnar facing him.

“I said that maybe Weslin doesn’t deserve to be the leader after spending such a long time stuck on the third floor,” Yela says with a provoking smile. She must have heard a lot about Nathaniel, and now she’s excited to test herself against him.

Nathaniel tilts his head in confusion. “But Weslin’s still much stronger than you. I’d have a harder time with him than you.”

As he says that, the thermal flames surrounding Yela vanish.

Her expression widens more and more as she generates new flames, but they disappear just the same.

Yela is known as one of the more powerful A-ranks in the Primordial Guild, with one of the highest capacities for generating thermal energy. Her flames are known for their intensity and their propensity to scorch even reinforced magical barriers. Yet now she’s finding that she can’t even handle the human in front of her. He takes it all away from her while channelling it with incredible ease.

That part of him sometimes worries me. I know how much he’s sacrificed and how far he pushed himself to be able to do this, and I don’t think he has any plans to stop here.

“Weslin,” Nathaniel whispers, though loud enough for everyone around us to hear, “you told me about that velnar who can generate a lot of thermal energy. Just to be sure, this is her?”

Yela’s face tightens at his words.

“That’s Yela,” I confirm.

“Well, that’s awkward. She must’ve gotten weaker since the last time you saw her, right?” He takes a step toward her even though she still towers over him.

Yela flinches, even if only slightly. She tries to hide it by pushing more flames into existence, golden arcs surging around her arms and shoulders, but they blink out again the moment they form. Her jaw clenches, and I can see her pride grinding under the pressure of what Nathaniel is doing to her.

She tries again. And again. Every time, she finds the blaze being stripped from her body until nothing remains.

That effort shows. Sweat beads on her brow, and her breathing turns ragged. Each attempt is weaker than the last, and by the time the fifth wave of fire collapses into nothing, she’s just standing there. Chest heaving, shoulders trembling from the exertion.

He looks at her, and she holds his eyes for a moment before groaning in disappointment and turning away.

“Anyway,” Nathaniel says, turning back to me. “I’ll introduce you to my sister. But if you start hitting on her, I’ll be angry.”

He gestures for me to follow, already heading off. Before leaving, I stop by Yela. “Please make sure the others don’t fight without a reason for now. Good reason,” I tell her.

She nods after a moment, and I leave.

Watching Nathaniel’s back, I follow as he weaves through the crowd, his constant senses spreading out into the area to search for danger. In some ways, he’s one of the most paranoid people I know. And now, that little jerk actually seems to be in a really good mood. I can see it in the way he acts and talks. It is almost like seeing a huge smile on his face.

He sometimes acts like this, especially after defeating a tough monster, levelling up a difficult skill, or making some other big leap in progress. Right now, it probably has something to do with his sister. He knows a lot about me, since we’ve spoken so much, but I’ve learned plenty about him in turn. I’ve always wondered what Victoria was truly like in person, since his descriptions of her never really seemed reliable.

When we finally come to a stop near a group of about a dozen people, I see her again.

She’s truly a lot like Nathaniel. The near identical expression, the same shade of hair, and they even have similar eyes. The biggest difference is that she looks much colder. While Nathaniel seems like someone who suppresses his emotions, she seems like the sort of person who has none at all.

From the bits I’ve learned about his childhood from Nathaniel, I can guess at the truth. She’s always been this way, and the young Nathaniel grew up imitating her. It was his way of coping with his childhood, finding the strongest person he knew and copying her to the point he nearly became like her.

Nathaniel introduces us properly this time, and as I shake her hand, she studies me with a calm, intent gaze. She remains polite yet distant. Sharp, cold, fair, but capable of extreme cruelty. That’s what comes to my mind when looking at her.

“And this is Christoph. He’s from Earth’s tutorial as well,” Nathaniel says. I think he wants to add something else, but he holds back for now.

“Just Chris is fine,” the man says, shaking my hand.

After letting go of his hand, I almost want to dismiss him, to push him into the background as someone unimportant, but then I stop myself. Why would I do that? I don’t usually treat new people that way.

Forcing my void to circulate through my body, I fix my attention back on the man. He seems well maintained, but at the same time, he’s unassuming. He doesn’t look threatening or dangerous, only collected and calm as he watches Nathaniel talk with his sister.

Every so often, a gentle smile crosses his face as he watches the siblings, as if touched by something almost nostalgic. At the same time, he’s constantly scanning the surroundings for danger.

Then I focus deeper, observing the movements of the mana around his body, and I find myself more confused than ever. They seem intricate, yet unassuming, normal, and extraordinary, all at once. I can’t even begin to grasp what he’s doing, nor can I sense any primordial energy radiating off him or even any hint of a fragment. It just seems to be pure mana.

Part of me wants to look closer and take in more, but I hold back, aware that it could be taken as rude, even as a provocation. Just in case, I run multiple deep checks to see if my mind is being affected. I carefully examine myself for any signs of manipulation, pressure, or subtle influence, and I go through each possibility thoroughly to make sure I remain in control. And I find nothing.

Then his eyes turn toward me. Gray and firm, they clearly show that he knows exactly what I’ve been doing, yet he doesn’t seem to mind. He even smiles with amusement and mouths something I cannot translate. Then he joins the conversation between the siblings.

As he speaks, the flow of mana around him shifts into something entirely different. I sense the way it moves like a living thing, too intricate for me to comprehend. The change sends shivers down my spine, unlike anything I’ve ever felt from any other attendee, except perhaps Nyssa and Lyraen.

It should feel overwhelming, yet it doesn’t. It’s quiet, restrained, as if he is showing only the smallest fragment of what he can do. And that’s what unsettles me most.

Just what kind of freaks is Earth spitting out of its tutorial?

            


Chapter 697 - Man from the Earth


                POV Nathaniel

After talking for a while with my sister, I step back to let Victoria do her thing and organize everything with Weslin. So far, the two of them seem to be getting along well, and knowing Weslin, things will likely end with Vic being the “main” leader. He doesn’t like dealing with this kind of stuff either. And I don’t think Victoria will have any problem dealing with the demons.

As expected of the best sister ever, she is already an A rank and apparently without being a member of any guild, even though she’s received offers from members of the top ten that were looking to bring her and her group members in.

I also think it is outrageous that she is still not an S rank. Honestly, it feels unfair. At this point, I am convinced there has to be a conspiracy against her, probably involving shadowy councils, secret meetings, and at least one guy with glasses who fidgets with them constantly as he plans it all out.

So far, Victoria’s decided to increase her value as much as possible and keep from joining a guild until after she enters the 4th floor. Apparently, she’s already in discussions with some of the top ten guilds. But now with the event coming up, that plan has paused, and she has the chance to raise her and her party’s value even more.

Though she seems to be considering something else after meeting Christoph. It is unusual for her, but I can see that she respects him for his power and knowledge, and the fact that he seems to know exactly how to behave around her.

They met on the 4th floor, at a point when he’d already been hearing rumors about an earthling woman who liked to throw her fingers around, so he’d been searching for her for help with one goal or another.

I hesitated when I saw him for the first time and tried to think of something else, but in the end, I had to accept the facts in front of me.

Christoph is very likely the First Beyonder from our round of the tutorial. And even though there are nine more rounds of Earth’s tutorial, I think it’s safe to say he is the first Beyonder, even if those are taken into account. He started in Beyond after all, you can’t get here any earlier than that.

“Is there something on my face?” Christoph asks me in quiet amusement, standing near me while letting Vic, Weslin, and Gloria talk things out.

“You started in Beyond,” I say.

“It seems like that’s the way things have turned out.”

“Are you some sort of world class martial artist, or did you awaken mana through meditation before the tutorial? Or… do you have a corgi for a bond?”

“Corgi?”

“A dog species. Very cute, stubborn, food obsessed. They sometimes, fairly often, end up burrito shaped.”

“I’m aware of the breed, I’m just surprised by the question.” He chuckles slightly and shakes his head. “I’m sure you are aware that everyone awakened their mana only after entering the tutorial, as the system altered our bodies, gifting each of us a mana heart.”

“So how?” I ask.

He returns my gaze before looking away and scanning the area.

“How, indeed.” He takes a breath and smiles. “I’m 75 years old, if you’d believe it, Nathaniel,” he says before turning back to me. “I have children who are out there living their lives on our slowly awakening planet. My wife died ten years ago, and I spent those years living alone in the Alps.”

He pauses and laughs shortly, almost self deprecating at the memory. “It was one of those days when I thought my life was all for nothing, and that I would die alone of old age in my mountains. But then…”

His eyes close, as if replaying the memory. “I found myself there, on the surface of Beyond, fighting for my life for three days before I found a portal to the Entrance Floor. With no food, no water, and many monsters lurking around. Just me, with my old, broken body, hiding.”

Finally, his eyes open and he looks at me. “Would you believe me if I said those three days were some of the most joyful days of my life, despite being some of the most dangerous?”

“You must have lived quite a life on Earth if the surface of Beyond was only one of the most dangerous,” I note.

That gets a laugh from him. “That sounded dramatic, didn’t it?” At the same time, he reaches out with his hand, and the mana surrounding him, like a living being, moves with that gesture, seeming to caress and protect him.

“You, Nathaniel, are like your sister,” he says. “I have met many untrusting children like the two of you, and I realize that you, just like her, look at me with deep seated suspicion. The others will as well. I’ve come to learn what starting in Beyond means, and how differently some people will treat you because of it. It comes with both opportunities and dangers.”

The noise around us fades as I focus only on his words and the tiny twitches of his muscles I can sense.

If he notices, he doesn’t seem to mind, holding my gaze with a steadiness. “I don’t mind answering your questions, because you, as a tournament winner, are one of the most powerful beings from Earth. I would rather have both Gwyn siblings on my side, so please, ask. Allow me to satisfy your curiosity and hopefully ease your suspicion towards me a little for the start. The rest I will prove with time.”

“You’re not an S rank.”

“That’s true. I have reasons for that which I do not feel inclined to share with you right now.”

“So much for answering my question.”

“Trust goes both ways. There are some questions I will not answer.”

“What are you planning to do on Earth?”

“Our first steps should be to deal with the Pairing, and so I’m doing my best to prepare for that.”

“Deal with the Pairing, under your lead?”

“If need be. You must have seen how most worlds with the system work, and I have heard of many others, by having conversations with attendees that went on for days.”

“How did you survive? Sorry, but people in their 70s aren’t exactly known for being nimble enough to run from whatever monsters lurk at the surface of Beyond.”

“I was able to kill a high level monster and invested my stat points in a way that seems to have worked out. I’m the last person to shy away from praising myself, but it seems I have a talent for my skills.”

“What did you do all day, living out in the mountains on Earth?”

“I read, mostly. My cabin was small, but the shelves were not. Old novels, new scientific papers, anything that could hold my attention.”

“You just sat there reading for years?”

“And I spent time writing. I also went on walks, taking things slowly because of my body, but I refused to stop. No matter the weather, I kept climbing as high as I could, holding on to every step and every view.”

“You sound like a bored professor.”

“Perhaps. I studied physics in my youth, then abandoned it for history. Later, I tried finance and languages. Nothing ever stayed. But the curiosity never went away.”

“So you were a dabbler.”

“A relentless dabbler. I long since learned enough of everything to understand how little I truly knew.”

“What was the point?”

“The point was to keep my mind awake when my body was already failing.”

“Did it work?”

“Some days. Other days, it felt like madness. It’s humbling to see how small a single life can be.”

“And yet here you are.”

“Here I am, more obsessive than I ever was in my younger years.”

“Obsessive about what?”

He smiles. “For example, about not dying over nothing. There is so much I can do now.”

“Is your subclass patience?”

“That makes yet another unexpected question.”

“I keep asking you things in a rather rude way, yet you do not seem to mind.”

“I have noticed that, but I also realize part of it is intentional, while part of it is your curiosity. I’m sure there is much more you want to know. I would have been the same, maybe even worse, in my younger days. But as I said, you, your sister, the others from Earth exploring Beyond, we’re all in this together. So I can endure that curiosity a little. Lastly, my age might play a part in it.”

“How so?”

“I’m still much older than most of you. As arrogant as it might seem, I can understand most of you. I’ve been a teenager, I’ve been a man in his prime, I’ve even gone through a midlife crisis, and I have been a man whose body started to betray him. You learn a lot of patience that way.”

Throughout the whole exchange, he answers me with words, but he also uses something else to answer. He knows words alone are not enough, so he shows me through his actions. His mana moves around his body, shaping itself into intricate constructs that constantly surround him, shifting, changing, adapting.

It moves like a mantle, it forms into armor around his body, and it creates an armored figure behind him as if guarding him. It is all scarily intricate. Something that looks like that cannot be anything other than extremely dangerous.

It feels like a calm, well trained dog. The kind of dog that’ll let you pet it, pull its ears or tail, that allows little children to jump on it, maybe even hurt it without ever lashing back.

But at the same time, you know. You know it’s not just a family pet. It’s a monstrosity of a dog, as large as a bus, that eats grizzly bears for breakfast, and yet it still allows all of these things to happen.

And you know that if it decided to, it could strike back.

So the question comes to my mind. Who would win in a fight, Nyssa or Christoph? And what about my black mana? How would it fare against him? Should I even try? It sounds more than a little risky. As much as he might seem like a pushover right now, it also feels like he’s only acting that way because, as he said, he wants us to cooperate. Everyone has a line, and if I cross it, he will snap back.

Then there was that fight when Faora and Luan met us for the first time. It’s likely that we only survived because they were worried about Christoph’s reaction. In that way, I probably owe him. As annoying as it is to think that Faora and Luan treated him as if he were our future Absolute, while we, as high-ranking attendees, were expected to be his future enforcers, and he might have been annoyed at losing us.

But in the end, Vic seems to already have a plan when it comes to Christoph, since she’s both dealing with and cooperating with him. I trust her decision making more than mine, and even if it hurts my pride a little, I can hold back for now and let her do her thing.

I have to channel my inner Savant. Maybe I could even create a new part of myself called Cowardthaniel, to be patient in my place.

Let’s put off dealing with Christoph for now. For now, let’s observe, learn more, and focus on becoming stronger, because only strength can open more options for me. Until then, I’ll try to get as many answers out of him as I can.

“Nathaniel,” Christoph says, bringing my attention back to him as he speaks as if he knows exactly what is going through my head. “I can tell you this one more thing to make your decision simpler.”

He waves his hand, and just for me, for the briefest moment, a line of text appears above his head.

[??? - lvl 403]

“Instead of clashing now for whatever reason, let us use this chance to build strength side by side.”

Even after the text disappears, Christoph stands there quietly, his mana shifting like a storm held in chains.

            


Chapter 698 - Something dumb


                The first few hours of my first Beyond event are fun. I mean, really fun. I couldn’t imagine them being more fun. They’re full of talking, dealing with a few members of Primordial Lunatics, standing nearby in anticipation of being attacked, and other things like that.

Also, around fifty people die.

Fifty. That’s five zero. Four dozen plus two. B and A ranks. Beyond attendees, each one representing the top 100 participants out of the 37,500 people in their respective tutorials.

Sure, the premise that they’re the strongest out of 37,500 people might not fully apply. Maybe there were stronger people from their tutorial who simply decided not to enter Beyond, but my point still stands.

We found ourselves in a sort of welcoming room built long ago, likely by companions of early Rulers who cleared the First Dungeon, possibly even before connecting it to the tutorial and building Beyond over it.

Though that’s still only an unconfirmed suspicion, but it would certainly make a lot of sense. As far as I and the others know, the 4th floor only became livable after the Pathfinder Thane created the Megacity and acted to defend it, since there are no safe zones.

But Christoph came up with a counter to that. What if the 4th floor was once occupied by a different city, much like the current one? Built by previous generations, only to be destroyed and erased. What if Thane wasn’t even the second to make the attempt, but one of many? It could have been a feat repeated many times over.

After all, the leaderboards reset every thousand years. Who is to say that some especially powerful attendee did not reach the 7th floor, while everyone today is amazed that hundreds of years ago, some jerk reached the 6th floor as the only person until now?

It’s a fascinating thing to think about.

Anyway, fifty people, dead.

Even though this Beyond event is about stopping whatever’s awakening here from wiping out the attendees and locals on the 4th floor, these now dead people don’t seem to be taking it all too seriously. I mean, they are in a sense. You just don’t get this far by being stupid or weak. Though they may have relied a little too much on the fact that S ranks were given their own event, dealing with dangers we can’t handle. That likely gave them just enough of a sense of safety to wander into one of the hallways connected to the chamber we’re in.

After all, this is an Ancient Armory, the sort of place where pristine items have been found, enticing even those among the top five guilds.

So now, while I ignore Malika, who unfortunately has found me, to her eternal joy and likely that of her descendants, I listen to the others speaking over each other in panicked bursts.

“I think you should give us all the information you have,” one of the more powerful A ranks says, facing the guild master of the Everyday Clowns.

“Where’s the skittish girl? She did not die, right? I survived, so she probably did too. What did you do after we got split? Did you break the base?” Malika pokes me from the side.

“Bael, you don’t actually believe I’ll actually tell you everything and reduce my value just like that. No, you’ll all have to make sure to keep me alive and very healthy if you want any information at all,” the guild master of Empiric Clowns shouts, looking around at the people surrounding him and his guild mates.

He looks ragged and has huge circles under his eyes. He’s a tall, selari man with the same pink skin, pink hair, and white freckles iconic to his race.

“Did you see? Io’s here as well. I haven’t attacked him yet because I thought you might want to kill him first. You should appreciate me for waiting and reward me for doing so.” Malika says, lowering her voice, and for some reason, goosebumps run across my skin.

“Maybe we should just torture you for the information. A dickhead like you is liable to use us as fodder the same way you’ve been using your guild,” some demon calls out, with a 90% chance that he’s from the Primordial Knights. Though looking at his blue and white clothes, that chance immediately shoots up to 99,99%.

“Just try it, you goddamn lunatic. I want to see whose side everyone here will take if you attack me.” The guild master smirks, almost hoping for it.

“You think we care?!” the demon shouts proudly. “We can take on all of you weaklings at once!”

“We cannot. Most of us would die.” Weslin steps in.

The demon tilts his head in visible confusion. “And?”

Not even bothering to answer, Weslin gestures for him to go away like he’s dismissing a child and turns to face the selari guild master. I think his name was Peanut.

“Beanut,” Weslin calls towards the selari. “I can hold off my guild for now. But Rulers be my witnesses that we have every right to kill every one of you dickheads. But for now, let’s not fight. Let’s find out what our role will be during this Beyond event and kill each other after.”

“The Null King himself,” Peanut snorts. Io stands not far from him, along with a few other powerful-looking A ranks, likely hired help. I really wonder how many items they had to gather to hire all of them.

Peanut then continues to shout insults at Weslin, while Weslin throws his own back. I noticed, but this bald man is really good at shit talking. After a while, they seem to vent it out of their systems and move on to threats.

Peanut threatens to have the others wipe out Primordial Knights, while Weslin tells him that even if they do, Peanut, the dickhead, will die first, along with most of the people here.

Malika at my side keeps shouting excitedly. She hasn’t even taken a side, and yet she’d excitedly join any fight to the death, likely for the honor of fighting both sides. Her group paid a large amount of shards for information that pointed to the estimated location of the Ancient Armory. Getting there, they nearly fell into it by sheer luck after days of searching.

Her entire party is already dead, caught up in the fifty that went into the hallways. Their bodies are still there, or at least what remains of them, pierced by the insects that poured out of one of the walls after they triggered some kind of trap.

Well, they’re more than insects, really, more like tiny metal constructs. Shiny, imbued with mana cores, extremely durable, and capable of generating an oscillating field that helped them pierce through the unfortunate attendees.

I can still remember their screams as the creatures burrowed through their living flesh.

Some people here seem to be looking at the bright side, though, and only two words echo through their heads: More loot. They’re already trying to figure out a way to fish out the undamaged items without triggering yet another trap.

Maybe it is too much of me to make fun of them, since I had the same thought myself. The difference is that right now my priority is Io, and trying to come up with a way to catch up to him before he can teleport. There’s certainly a chance I could do it now. A small chance, but it may be worth it.

The problem lies in the consequences that would follow, not that I’d care, and the fact that Io is very, very skittish right now. He keeps looking around, sweat beading on his blue forehead, as if a certain emoticon-loving scrawly girl might appear behind him at any moment. I think he thinks she’s here because I am, so just for the fun of it, I pretend to talk to her a few times and draw a few glowing emotions into the air.

For some reason, the innocent joke makes him panic even more.

It must have been fun for him back then on the asteroid base, after I had to leave, all because the pettiest of all elves broke the base just to spite me.

But there’s a reason I haven’t acted until now, it’s simple curiosity. I want to see how Christoph deals with this whole situation. He and Victoria are already planning something, they even brought Weslin into it. From what I can tell, we won’t be staying with the main group.

There are likely to be advantages to relying on the information the Emerald Clowns have gathered, but there is also a huge chance they’ll try some sort of fuckery. And anyway, everyone in our group seems to believe we can do better than they have when it comes to exploring the Ancient Armory.

Of course, the question remains, how capable are we of dealing with the danger we’ve been called here to stop, or, for that matter, helping our S ranks keep it from awakening in the first place?

I would say we’re currently in a pretty good position. Weslin is very close to reaching S rank, and Christoph is certainly one already in every way other than it being official. I still wonder how he managed to level so fast. He either killed massive groups of weaker monsters or a few really strong ones. The only places where he could have done it are the five Beyond floors, the Beyond surface, and Beyond quests.

That also brings me to the question of who his Handler could be. From what I know about how things work, I’m almost sure that it must be one of the Rulers. I doubt any Absolute or Champion acting as a Handler could outbid a Ruler.

“Which hallway would you take if you had to choose?” Christoph asks, suddenly coming to a stop at my side, and speaking in a calm voice.

Malika opens her mouth to protest the interruption, but he waves his hand, and a shimmering field around us blocks out all the sound coming from her. At that moment, the mana resting on his shoulders awakens, rising behind him as a transparent torso that moves to place its hands on Malika. She freezes, her eyes wide open.

While keeping my gaze on the mana construct restraining Malika, visible to me only through my trait, I point toward one of the hallways.

I’ve been observing all of the hallways almost since we first arrived, and I point to my choice. Not because it is the safest. Quite the opposite. It is by far the most dangerous, and like a cold, eerie wind, a mana chill flows from it.

“Good pick. Let’s go there then,” he nods, heading back to Victoria and the others.

Did he see the same thing I did? Was that a test? Did he want me to help with my eyes?

I look away from him and turn to Malika, who’s still just standing there. There are bruises on her neck, shoulders, and arms from where the huge half-figure held her like nothing more than a toy. I also know she tried to attack Christoph dozens of times during all this, with no success.

“That guy seems to be stronger than me. Why don’t you go annoy him instead?” I throw the line out.

She finally shakes it off and only smiles. The bruises on her body begin healing at a visible speed. “Seems to be stronger?”

“Seems to be,” I nod. “I haven’t fought him yet, so I can’t tell for sure.”

“Want me to join you? We can ambush him and kill him, together.”

“Nah. No funny business like challenging him. I want some peace so I can think. I know you don’t care about your life, but you’d probably die if you challenged him.”

“What do you mean? I do care for my life. That’s why I act to live it the way I want.”

“But would it not be nicer to live a few decades longer? Imagine how many people you could challenge, all the fights you could have.” I tempt her like a mechanic, swearing that duct tape is the all-time premium upgrade.

Her red eyes narrow, and her voice softens. “The person living in that future is not me. The decisions I make are for the one living in the present.”

“Well, that is the dumbest thing I’ve heard today.”

“Want to hear something dumber?”

“Go on.”

“You, acting like you’re above all this chaos while drooling at the thought of it.”

“That is indeed, really dumb.”

“You, pretending you don’t like my company.”

“Even dumber.”

“You, trying so hard to ignore me and clearly failing.”

“That might be taking it too far.”

“You, pretending that frown of yours doesn’t just make you look cute.”

“Huh, okay?”

“You, pretending those pants of yours weren’t fighting for their life back there.”

“What do you mean by that?”

She gives no answer. She just turns and walks away while giggling loudly and maniacally.

“What did you mean by that!?” I shout after her, but no answer comes.

            


Chapter 699 - Where is the loot?


                Victoria’s duplicate suddenly stops, coughs up a green liquid, then collapses to her knees, literally falling apart a second later. The head rolls across the floor, the arms tear off the torso, and the legs fall apart as the body crumbles.

Real Victoria shows no reaction. “Some sort of aerosol. It hit me in the face, but I do not know what activated it. It mutated extremely quickly, first breaking down my organs before going after muscles and ligaments.”

“Morwag would’ve survived it,” one of the demons behind mutters, several others nodding eagerly as they slide into the conversation, trying to guess whether they would be able to endure.

I am fairly confident they wouldn’t have. Vic has one of the most durable bodies out of anyone here.

“I noticed it activating. Just give me a minute, and I’ll work out a way around it,” Christoph says simply, still staring in the direction where it happened.

“Do you want me to send in another duplicate?”

“Thank you, Victoria, but there’s no need.”

Hearing that, Vic stops by my side. She glances at the temporary mana halo I’ve formed to help me accumulate energy more easily and asks, “Are you preparing?”

“Obviously. It never hurts to have a bit more mana, Vic. Actually, I think you should invest in the mana stat a bit more. It is not healthy how low your mana levels are. How are you even capable of creating that many duplicates?”

“I had a few members of my party run calculations for me. Based on what we know, we estimated the minimum amount of mana I need for my skill so I can invest the rest of my stat points into making my body as strong and durable as possible.”

“Vic, your party sounds like a bunch of nerds.”

“It worked out to be the most efficient solution for me, Natty,” she smiles just a little. “How’ve you been doing? I thought I would’ve met you on the 4th floor earlier, given your capabilities.”

“A lot happened. And you know me, I always thought it was cooler for the hero to hold back his strength, only to suddenly leap ahead of everyone.”

“That indeed sounds like you. Sometimes. You’re with the Primordial Knights?”

“I was kidnapped and forced to join. It worked out in the end, and I don’t mind. Please don’t kill anyone.”

“I will not.”

“Thanks. What guild were you going to join?”

“I am considering Frontier or Bloodline, but I am waiting for a better offer.”

“Aren’t they really strict with their members in Bloodline? I heard they only take in people with powerful traits?”

“Natty, are you saying your sister has weak traits?”

“Vic, I would rather lose ten points of mana than ever say that.”

“Good. When we have more privacy, I will tell you other things, including the details regarding my traits. For now, I guess we should go.” She gestures at Christoph, who creates an orb over the palm of his hand.

Breathing into it, the orb turns into tiny particles that fly ahead, clinging to the edges of the hallways. When these particles hit a set of specific points, they move erratically and begin to duplicate, they appear to deal with traps before settling down.

I don’t know if it’s the best trigger she could have chosen, but after that, Victoria twists, rips off one of her fingers, and throws it to the ground. From it, her duplicate reforms.

Would she still be able to do that if her constitution were higher than her strength? Probably yes, knowing her. I also know she doesn’t care all that much, but why won’t she come up with something cooler? Couldn’t she grow a duplicate from a drop of blood, or maybe a single hair? She’s probably tested it, so does that mean the finger is more efficient, since it contains blood, bone, flesh, and skin?

I’m sure there’s a lot of fun to be had in testing the limits of her skill and her mental power. She did tell me that she’s the one controlling the duplicates. I haven’t asked yet whether that is because of her decision or some sort of limitation, nor have I asked how difficult it is.

But, as much as I love her and as much as she is my sister, I realize how monstrous this is from a certain point of view. Her mind, controlling multiple bodies, possibly even seeing each one as an original. The strain it puts on you, and the kind of thinking it would require, would be almost like turning yourself into a machine. After testing that kind of stuff myself, I realize that even more.

Simply said, Vic is cool as hell.

Her duplicate starts walking away from us toward the spot where the last one fell apart. Halfway there, it suddenly explodes.

“You have walked exactly the same route as you did before,” Christoph says, scratching his chin and thinking.

“I did,” Victoria confirms.

“Adaptive defenses? Something that reactivates a dormant trap further back in case someone decides to use methods like ours to progress?” he starts thinking out loud.

“Possibly, or one that activates and deactivates at preset times.”

“It wasn’t mana-based either, so it was likely a mechanical trigger that activated a shielded inscription powered by a hidden mana battery.”

“Or you could both be wrong,” I say, and Vic and Christoph turn to me. It almost makes me want to smile seeing them. “What if the traps were set not to stop people from going in, but to stop something inside from getting out?”

I ignore the clear excitement of the demons around us at those words. “The first trap that melted Vic would activate the dormant one further ahead, and from our point of view, that would be further back.”

Weslin is one of the first to pick up on it, he shouts at the Primordial Knights, “No one fucking move!”

“Oh my,” Christoph smiles, his senses expanding across the area in a way much like my own, though less forceful and using less mana.

If I’m right, Vic’s duplicate may have triggered a trap, and that could have awakened another dormant trap somewhere else. Maybe even right where we’re standing, ready to go off with a big, satisfying boom.

It smells like the work of someone who wanted to be mana-efficient. Someone who set these traps up to last for years, often putting them into “sleep mode” to avoid draining batteries.

It’s also quite unfortunate, since we are already quite a ways into the hallway I chose, unable to even see the area we appeared in at the start of the event. We’re also the only ones who selected this path.

A few seconds pass with everyone standing still, in deep silence, as if a single word could trigger one of these insane traps. The entire time, I feel my fingers tingle, and my senses sharpen.

These traps are, simply said, insane. They were made by someone who was clearly very talented, not to mention straight up twisted. It’s to the point where Christoph said that he’s fairly sure that some of them could hurt even someone approaching the rank of Champion if they were careless about it.

I dismantled one of them further back, and its pieces are currently in my bag for later examination. I’m so pleased with it that even if I gained nothing else from this place, I would still consider these scraps a win.

“It seems that we were lucky this time. There might not be as many dormant traps activating each time. Or the one that just activated is further back. That also means you’ll have to reconsider things if you want to return the same way,” Christoph says simply before turning to Vic. “Victoria, if you will,” he gestures, and we continue.

 







 

The Ancient Armory makes for a really cool name, and everyone should agree with me on that. The. Ancient. Armory. It has a great ring to it, it stirs up all kinds of expectations for great loot, and plenty of it. Weapons, armor, and other things left here long ago, just waiting for the brave heroes to come and claim them.

So why the fuck does this feel more like the Ancient Minefield? It is just trap after trap after trap. Did the Elemental Clowns come this way as well? Did they take things slowly, avoiding the traps, or did they brute force it by sacrificing people, and forcing monsters through to trigger them?

Where are the guardian monsters? Where are the statues depicting abominations that come to life whenever someone steps on the wrong cobblestone, revealing it to have been a thin layer of stone hiding a real monster inside?

Or the all time classic, mimic chests. I want to see some random demon, maybe Malika, rush over to open one, only to be eaten as the chest opens into a huge mouth full of teeth.

Where is the romance of it? Where is the adventure? And where is the loot?

At this point, I feel like if Christoph had wanted to, he could’ve cleared this whole place on his own, and faster. But the man just doesn’t seem to be in a hurry. He always takes his time, explaining how the different traps are likely to work and what he’s doing to counter them. Right now, it feels like he either enjoys being the center of attention, with everyone listening to him, or is taking the opportunity to show off.

And there is a lot for him to show off. His senses are amazing, likely some of the best I’ve ever seen. While I can match him when it comes to mana by using my Mana Wavelength Iris, supported by my passives and physique, he seems to possess a different kind of sense, one that’s not so focused on mana.

So, even as my opinion of this place keeps dropping lower, at least I can listen to Christoph and the mana sciency talk that he so obviously enjoys. When I ask a question here or there, he even recommends books and the places in the Megacity where I’ll be most likely to find them. The prices of the most valuable books often climb to half a million shards each.

It’s in these moments that he begins to look like a simple bookworm happily recommending his favorite book to a friend he hasn’t seen in years, only to start spamming that friend with messages a few days later, asking if they’ve gotten around to reading it yet.

Still, a whole day has passed in these halls without casualties, though I doubt the other groups have been quite as lucky.

After that, we finally exit the hallway, stepping into a chamber with a single pillar at the center, not unlike the one where we found ourselves at the start of the event. But unlike that chamber, this one has no branching hallways. There is only the one we came through and a wide metal door on the other side.

The doors loom over us, towering twice my height and twice that in width. The surface is darkened metal streaked with green corrosion in the cracks. Despite that, it feels like the kind of metal created to outlast bone, stone, and maybe even time itself.

Up close, I see faint carvings lining the surface, dulled almost to nothing. Whatever they once showed has clearly been lost to decay.

We only take a few minutes to study them, not moving much further, very aware of possible traps hidden here in the chamber.

I start wondering what attack I should use to break through when mana rises around Christoph. For a moment, his face looks bored, almost cold. A half-formed figure grows around him, swelling in size until it matches the door for size.

Once again, I realize the others cannot see it, with the possible exception of two or three of the more perceptive people around us. At most, they can only feel the mana surging around him. Unlike them, I watch that half-figure straighten. The head turns out to be the most unnerving part, providing only the suggestion of a face with features reduced to faint ridges where eyes and a nose should be, and a hollow dip where a mouth might have been.

The arms move with weight behind them, and the fingers drive forward. The first strike lands with a thunderous crack, the sound of steel giving way under the impossible force. The door groans like a submarine under pressure, low and deep.

Again, the figure strikes. Each impact is a brutal hammering noise followed by a grinding shriek as the fingers dig deeper. The door shivers with every blow, sending echoes down the hallway like distant drums.

Then the figure forces its fingers into the punctures. The chamber fills with a roar as the steel bends. The tearing grows louder into a metallic scream.

For a moment, I deactivate my eyes, simply watching Christoph stand there while the unseen figure tears into the door in front of him, twisting and ripping it apart.

Once it is done, I reactivate my eyes just in time to see the figure shrink, move over Christoph, float behind him, and rest on his shoulders.

Without a word, he takes a step inside the breach, not even asking Vic to send out another duplicate, and we follow slowly. As I pass through the torn metal, I think I sense something, so out of curiosity, I touch the door. Any mana that meets the metal starts to unwind, as if the material were actively unraveling my mana. It takes extra effort, but I force my mana to stabilize.

I find a small fragment of the metal on the ground and pocket it for later examination while the room lights up from a single source at the top, a yellow disk embedded in the stone ceiling.

There are two exits from the chamber this time, but something else draws my attention.

Dozens of sealed metal boxes have been stacked against the walls, each one made of the same sickly dark green metal formed into the same size and shape, their edges eaten by a covering of rust that only makes them look meaner.

Even untouched, they radiate a pressure that makes me think twice about standing too close. The seams are too precise, too tight, as if they’d been welded shut, not to protect whatever lies inside but to protect everything outside from the contents. The surfaces are covered with patina, yet the material feels thicker than any weapon crate should ever need to be.

If someone told me these were meant to hold dangerous, radioactive materials, I would certainly believe them.

            


Chapter 700 - The Presence


                “Weslin, ten thousand shards if you take care of Malika so I can examine these things in peace.”

“You know I can hear you too, Nathaniel. I’m standing right next to you and the void guy. Are you that worried about being around me?”

“Twenty thousand and I’ll do it.”

“Fuck off, baldie, don’t interfere,” she says.

“Deal,” I say.

Free at last, I move away, already hearing Malika start to complain while rousing her gravitational energy. Unfortunately for her, it has no effect on Weslin. His void flickers, and it is all gone. And as expected, her attention shifts from me to Weslin, even if it is only to try to kill him.

In the best case, he can hold her back without hurting her too much. In the very best case, he might impress her enough that she focuses on him instead of me.

“Are we opening a box?” I ask, coming to a stop next to Christoph.

He turns from the boxes toward me, then, after a pause, smiles. “I don’t think it’d be worth it, but if you really want to, we can.”

The figure around him expands, grabbing one of the green metal boxes and dropping it to the ground next to us with a heavy thump.

“How would you proceed with opening it?” he asks.

“Come on, don’t act like a teacher here,” I groan.

He gives a quick laugh. “Maybe I have gotten a bit too used to that old act. I’ll try not to. But the question remains.”

“You know what’s inside?”

“I have a strong suspicion.”

“How?”

“I recognize the material and what it was being used for. Considering where we are and how old it’s likely to be, I can make a decent guess.”

“Something dangerous?”

“Very, but not in a useful way.”

“Valuable?”

“If you mean in terms of selling it to the system shop, probably. But likely not as much as you’re thinking.”

“There won’t be any funny business like a Handler stepping in to take it away from me before I can open the box?”

Christoph moves and jumps up to sit on the box he moved before asking, “You sound like you have experience with that.”

I watch as he taps the box with his palm a few times, and follow the way vibrations echo through the material.

“A bit. I tried to sneak white sand into Beyond,” I answer, watching for his reaction.

“White sand?”

“It comes from the Mana Desert of the sixth floor. It was some kind of construct that looked like grains of white sand, it was very aggressive and sensitive to mana. Apparently, it had been made by some Absolute or other, and when it came into contact with mana, it charged up and whipped itself into a murderous frenzy.”

“Sometimes I wish I could enter the normal tutorial floors too,” he says. “Funny enough, I might get a chance soon if the tournament goes the way I want.”

For a while, I watch him without speaking, long enough that he turns to me.

“Any problems?” He asks.

“I don’t think you’ve lied to me yet.”

“I try not to lie,” he nods, then asks, “But?”

“But I don’t know. It feels like you’ve been making fun of me somehow.”

“Such is the privilege of the older generations.”

“You know what’s funny?”

“Please, tell me.”

“You talk about being old, but there are people hundreds or thousands of years old. The fifty or so years separating us is nothing. We’re both children in the eyes of someone like that.”

“That’s an interesting thought. It makes me want to ask you something. Would you like to hear it? I promise I won’t sound like a teacher this time.”

“Go on.”

“Can you really call someone who’s lived a thousand years truly old? What if that person was talented and powerful, and had always lived in a body that never felt a day older than twenty or thirty? Some people on Earth believe wisdom comes with age, as the body produces less testosterone and people begin taking fewer risks. The brain also continues developing its ability to recognize danger. It’s not fully mature until around the mid-twenties. And that goes hand in hand with recognizing one’s own mortality and grappling with the thought of death.”

“Honestly, I have no idea. You could ask someone who’d lived a thousand years the same questions, and he might not know the answer, or he might just pretend to. So how the hell would I know? Just twenty years ago, I was learning to tie my shoes, and now I’m expected to answer something like that? Nah.”

Christoph opens his mouth, then closes it, then opens it again. In the end, he lets out a short laugh and shakes his head. “I would say that’s a good answer.”

In one smooth movement, he jumps down from the box and turns toward the hallways leading out. “Shall we leave? Something about this conversation made me excited to continue.”

“You don’t want to open the box anymore?” I ask.

“The boxes contain depleted reactive crystals. They’re the byproducts of creating certain mana reflective alloys. These crystals, or what remains of them, tend to be stored in boxes made of materials similar to this one and the material used for the doors. I bet you’ve noticed it as well, just like with the piece you took. It is nothing worth staying for, as in the end it is only a byproduct of processing and could be considered little more than trash.”

“Is it dangerous?”

“A bit. Having been stored here for so long, the pressure has likely built up, and opening it would release a strong burst of mana radiation, which I was curious to see how you would deal with. That is, of course, only if I am right. I could also be lying, and the boxes might contain some of the most valuable metals known to man, which I may intend to sell to the system shop when I return here later on my own.” As he says this, he stares at me with a blank face.

 







 

We leave a few minutes later, exiting through the hallways. Christoph seems to be in high spirits, almost like he’s found himself in an adventuring mood, and takes the lead instead of Victoria’s duplicates. We still head toward the source of that eerie mana I’ve been feeling, and spot a few teleportation arrays along the way, all of which are dead and completely inactive.

At first, I was surprised. If our small theory is correct, this place once served as an armory, or at least it did before being converted to keep something trapped inside. So why would there still be teleportation arrays, even if they had been deactivated? Wouldn’t you want to destroy them entirely to be sure?

Around this time, the number of traps decreases sharply. That’s when we come to a stop, and I take time to examine one of the deactivated teleportation arrays. The one I find myself examining is extremely unusual, it’s unlike any I’ve ever seen before. First, it requires something other than mana to activate, and honestly, I have no idea what that something is.

Second, the arrays are small. They allow only a single normal human sized person to teleport. Anything larger would be torn apart when pulled through. This restriction is hard coded into them, impossible to adjust without constructing entirely new arrays with fresh components.

Lastly, there are no set coordinates, and no way to add them.

And a fun thought comes to me. What if the traps here were also meant to keep anyone who found their way inside from leaving?

And for that matter, why do I feel as if something’s started pulling on my mana?

 







 

POV Morwag

After a full day of dealing with these annoying traps, I finally reach the cave in the center of this section of the Armory. Some of the others are already inside, waiting in the enormous cavern, its walls and ceiling covered with dimly glowing red crystals.

In the exact center of the cave stands a single humanoid figure. It’s fossilized, encased in stone, so other than knowing it’s a humanoid, I can’t even start to guess the race it belongs to. Whatever it is, it’s probably what we’ve been sent here to stop.

I want to fight it. Whatever binds it, I want to tear it open with my bare hands. The thing here deserves to test its strength against mine.

“Morwag, don’t,” Nyssa says, sitting on a boulder nearby with her knees pulled to her chest.

I just nod in response and remain at her side, waiting as she does.

Lyraen is already here, as is Kaari. Lyraen floats in the air the whole time, as usual, while Kaari rests with her back against the wall and her bow laid out in front of her. She notices me looking her way, her blonde hair shifts as her green eyes turn to me. I’m sure she’s making fun of me as her mana mantle rises from her shoulders, moving as if it were alive or caught in a gust of wind. Its edges glow with a pale blue gradient, darker at the top, and filled with tiny purple stars shining inside.

That mantle reminds me of the time I failed to unbind it, the same as that human who challenged me so beautifully. How shameful it is that I won’t be able to face him at his strongest within the tutorial. That would have been a beautiful day.

A crackle of white lightning brings me back. Lyraen floats closer, ignoring me as always and addressing Nyssa alone. The vyssari are small, and Lyraen is no different, but his power makes size irrelevant. Strength is all that matters, and Lyraen stands above me for now. I will not waste breath mocking what I cannot yet surpass. Only Nyssa can face him as an equal.

“I expected Hela to be here as well,” Lyraen says in a deep voice that’s never seemed to fit him.

“If she had come, I would’ve killed her. She’s smarter than that,” Nyssa answers simply.

As if he only expected this confirmation, Lyraen nods. “Solae will not be coming, and neither will Quintan. At most, I would expect Brich. He showed interest in the Armory. Perhaps Luan, if he managed to leave the third floor with that mind mage of his.”

“Let us wait then and see,” Nyssa nods, and it grows quiet again.

Glancing her way and receiving a small gesture, I sit down in front of her with my legs crossed and close my eyes to begin training to entertain myself as we wait.

 







 

An hour later, Brich appears. Smiling as always, full of energy. “Sorry for being late! There were some really fun traps I had to examine,” he says. A lumoran man, carrying a large backpack and wearing heavy armor.

Every step he takes makes a noise like the clanging of a rusty bucket until he stops near Kaari, winks at her, and glances at the figure in the center. “Daaaaamn, that’s a lot of containment barriers.”

“And I bet you missed most of them. I’ve seen holding cells for Champions with fewer layers of defense, even if they were less eroded by time than these ones.” Kaari smiles at him, and a ring of mana appears on her finger as she waves her hand, materializing half a dozen arrows. Each one is a different color, stabbing into the ground near her, ready to be drawn. I still remember the strength behind each one.

“You want to kill the poor guy over there?” Brich widens his eyes. “I would strongly recommend against that. The quest clearly said to stop it from awakening.”

I rise, my body sharpening with heat, every muscle eager for the clash that must come. “What better way to stop it than by killing it?”

“Nyssa, my dear, please tell Mister Morwag not to look at me like that. The last time we fought, I escaped fairly and honorably. I do not deserve such brutal, uncivilized looks, nor to be attacked in the middle of a fight.” Brich complains as always, but he sets his bag down and pulls out a shield, inserting different mana stones into it after examining the trapped figure.

“Just shut up. Today I will let you be,” I answer, then look over at Nyssa and Kaari, who is now standing next to her, asking a question.

“Nyssa, there are circles meant to defend against possession, so we can assume our prisoner possesses such abilities. The defensive circles aren’t set against mind manipulation, but against things like skin jumpers. You have the strongest defenses against it, so be ready to kill any of us if it comes down to it. The presence should be weakened enough for us to kill. But if we fail, it could regain its strength and try to attack the other group, taking whatever they’ve been sent to destroy. If it escapes after getting that, it might even defeat the Pathfinder and destroy the city.”

“Megacity,” I remind her.

“Morwag, shut up. I hate that stupid name,” Kaari says and glances at Nyssa, who nods in confirmation.

“But I cannot imagine it will survive what Lyraen is preparing.” Kaari sighs, then, like me, turns to the vyssari. He floats higher than usual, his mana trailed by white lightning as it moves through the air, leaving glowing inscriptions behind. A massive circle spreads under him. Whatever trait, item, or skill he uses generates an immense amount of pure lightning. Occasionally, it lashes outward, evaporating anything it touches.

White lightning is something only this guy possesses, as far as anyone has seen. Lyraen, said to be a vyssari of one of the purest bloodlines, rumored to descend from a wyvern, maybe even a dragon. He’s also known as the attendee with the strongest attack.

Maybe I should ask him to fire it at me. I am sure I could hold my body together.

“Morwag, don’t,” Nyssa says from my side.

So I do not, because it was she who told me. Instead, I watch as Lyraen readies his attack, charged and humming with the kind of energy that would terrify many in Beyond. Then he does something that would scare many more people shitless, as a field envelops him. All that pressure, all that coiled lightning, disappears, hidden entirely by the field.

“Fucking monster,” Brich sighs nearby, Kaari only nodding. Even she couldn’t pierce that field.

“After you, Kaari,” Lyraen’s voice says, echoing in such a way that I can’t even be sure where he is.

Nyssa sits, her white and red eyes locked on the figure. Brich prepares to rush in after the opening attacks. Kaari nocks a purple arrow with a white core. The inscriptions on her bow glow, the arrow swells. The ring on her finger begins to shine along with her mantle.

There is no more talk. She loses the arrow at the figure, and it’s immediately followed by Lyraen’s white lightning. The lightning writhes as a beast loosed from chains, twisting on itself, biting the air with fangs of light. It hits like a hammer made of light, and strips color from the world, searing inscriptions into the walls, and leaves the smell of burnt air in its wake.

I send a burst of my primordial energy out ahead of me and Nyssa to unbind the aftereffects of whatever reaches us, while Brich raises his shield to defend himself and Kaari. I count two heartbeats, bind my body, and ready myself to rush in, even while the remnants of the attacks charge and pulse around, enough to evaporate anyone weaker.

But there is nothing to rush against, no presence at all where it was before.

Then I hear Kaari sigh, her voice trembling, “We failed. It has jumped into one of us.”

As all movement stops, something else seizes our attention. Nyssa finally stands and drops from her boulder in a smooth motion. She reaches down and unties her shoes, then takes them off, along with her socks, standing here barefoot. She unbuttons her shirt and removes it, revealing a blue tank top that shows her slim, almost fragile looking, pale shoulders and arms. Unhurried, she folds the shirt and places it atop her shoes, which she moves to the side.

She is perfect. Perfect because she burns herself with her own strength. The most perfect demon I have ever met. Every breath drives her closer to death, yet she refuses to weaken.

Nyssa is dying. Born with Primordial Blood, that power destroys her body while only growing purer and stronger as it has found a perfect host. But for Nyssa, it’s simply impossible to grow strong enough to match her blood. There are no known Absolutes or Rulers alive with Primordial Blood, they all died before reaching that rank, if not soon after. Just like she will.

The Primordial Blood is her gift. It flows through her body and turns her heart into something no demon can rival. For while she is alive, she will blaze brighter than anyone, until death takes her.

What could be more demon-true than this? To be driven to grow stronger with every breath, knowing death waits, and yet carving a name into the world that no one can erase.

And as expected from the demon I most admire, she speaks words without hesitation.

“I am sorry, but if I cannot find who’s holding the presence inside them, I will have to kill you all.”

As sure as I am of my power, I know I’m included in her statement.
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Chapter 701 - Heave-ho


                POV Nathaniel

The underground hallways are quiet and dark, and the barely detectable presence of that eerie pull intensifies the deeper we go. There are no more traps at all, and no monsters either, not a single living presence I can detect. Just us walking, while some keep up quiet conversations.

A bit more than half of the group also decides to split away and head off in two distinct groups, each going in a different direction. There’s probably something I could say regarding the old cliché of splitting the party just to be killed one after another, but I’m honestly more surprised the stubborn demons have endured as long as to follow us so far in relative safety. It’s quite possible that some of them will die, but it is not like they haven’t taken that into consideration.

The ones staying likely think we will get ourselves into a more dangerous situation, regardless. Or rather, they’re relying on and strongly hoping for it.

We also finally stumble upon some loot. A long hallway-like room appears, with its right wall trimmed perfectly flat and smooth to the point it almost stops feeling like stone. It’s pure white and lined with dozens of weapons. All of similar makes and styles. The black metal is striking against the white of the wall, and each one has been inlaid with a single red mana stone about the length of a cigarette, but thicker and uneven, with barbs protruding outward from the central mass.

I haven’t seen a mana stone like that before. They’re also surrounded by red inscriptions, which connect them to the black metal of the weapons and distribute their energy across the surface.

There’s an axe, spear, greatsword, and others besides, and each one looks as if they’ve been displayed for exhibit in a museum. Each of them is described in a similar way, damaged, mid arcane, and forming a set called False Blood.

Each weapon is described as a prototype made by a crafter who reached too far in his attempts to harness mana, starting with blood, and in the process, discovering something unexpected. The red mana stones are called Blood Receptacles, which feed on blood and, in exchange, awakens the weapon’s devouring ability while supporting their wielder with some sort of body strengthening.

The first demon to touch one of the weapons, the dagger specifically, now lies dead. The moment he touched the handle, the small protrusions on it cut him, draining nearly all of his blood in seconds, without so much as a chance to release the dagger before it was too late.

He now lies there with his face twisted in pain and shock, and very pale. The red stone in the dagger lying on the ground next to him grows just that little bit darker red.

He wasn’t weak, and the weapon is damaged, unfinished, just a prototype. Mid-arcane weapons are powerful, my own Fracture was the same rank, but it still feels like it was a bit too much to have killed him so quickly.

Even so, this set carries similarities to my Fracture. Imperfections that in some way make them worse than their rank, but in other ways, these sacrifices make them stronger.

No one seems too shocked or scared by the death. Everyone who accepted the invitation to this event expected that some of us would not make it. So the demons that were somewhat close to him take his equipment and burn his body with thermal energy after pulling him to the side, until nothing remains.

Just a few minutes ago, he was one of the lively maniacal demons going through these hallways with us, and now not even a body remains. It’s likely that most of the people who knew him will never find out what happened, and when they die as well, even his name will be forgotten.

It is the kind of thought I often get in situations like this.

With my constitution, I would likely die even quicker than the poor demon guy, so I don’t even try to touch any of these weapons, I just observe them instead while thinking. Are they really that dangerous, or does the act of touching them change the way they’re seen by the system and our natural barriers? As if they were something we’d equipped, allowing them to affect us more easily? Or am I just overthinking something that doesn’t exist?

I could probably try asking Chris, Victoria, Weslin, or possibly even Malika, but I don’t feel like it. There are just some things I’d like to come to my own conclusions about.

I’ve certainly seen it enough times, people learning from books and following the knowledge they gained from them without giving the information the proper thought. To me, it always feels as if they’re just limiting themselves. There are things to be gained, sure, but you also risk taking on the thoughts of the person who wrote the book in the first place and subconsciously wrapping yourself up in their conclusions.

“Are you caught up in one of your more philosophical moods?” Victoria asks as she takes a seat next to me. Like me, she’s decided to let the others deal with the weapons. As far as I know, she’s not interested in the items at all.

“It helps me clear my mind and make decisions before the situation requires them. I just like to be prepared. And some of the best conversations I’ve ever had were with myself, Vic, so I like to spend time in my mind.”

“I am sure it was.”

“Sadly, I am not even joking. By the way, we’re getting closer to whatever’s waiting in there.”

“Unfortunately, I do not have good enough senses to feel mana from that far away, so I will just have to trust you on that. Do you have any idea what it could be?”

“A bit.”

“Can you tell me?”

“Say please.”

“Please.”

I sigh. “Vic, you’re no fun. Maybe it is my fault, I’ve gotten used to being surrounded by assholes who constantly bicker with me.”

“I am glad you seem to be having fun.”

I pause, then nod. “I think I am having fun,” I say, “and I’m sure whatever’s waiting for us will thank you for this perfect example of a death flag.”

“As if anything like that even existed, Natty.”

“I guess,” I say, as I stop looking around and turn to Vic. “I don’t know exactly what it is, but it feels a tiny bit like my black mana while also being somewhat alive. Doesn’t that sound fun?”

 







 

We continue to spot these weird teleportation arrays from time to time until we come across one that actually turns out to be active. It keeps flashing, turning on and off. And that’s not even the interesting part. The problem is what it’s in the process of teleporting.

Every time it activates, body parts appear inside a small circle that’s only wide enough for a single human to stand in.

Half a body appears there, and as it does, a hand belonging to said body passes through the edge of the circle. Then the array activates again, and the half-body disappears, leaving us with just enough time to take note of the face, twisted in a painful expression. Only the severed arm remains, left behind when it fell out of the circle, to be neatly severed by its activation.

A few moments later, it activates again, and more body parts appear. A lynthari head rolls out of the circle. The torso of a human appears, cut clean in half, spilling its insides, which remain here with us before the rest vanishes away. Even items and weapons materialize from time to time, and whatever rolls or falls out of the circle stays here when the array flashes again.

When we finally reach the blinking array, there are already dozens of limbs scattered around it, with a pool of blood spreading in a wide radius from the circle. Each activation creating a sickeningly wet noise and a brief flash of light.

“I think we just found out how it activates,” Victoria says, seeming unaffected by all the gore. She takes a step closer, looking at the flashing circle. “It seems to react to blood, likely even the smallest of droplets. Though I have no idea how one decides which array to teleport to.”

Another flash, and half of a thylarin’s half-body appears. He screams in pain for a moment and tries to crawl toward us as he spots us, managing to get half of his head out of the circle. Then the array activates again, cutting his head in half, and causing the light in his eyes to fade as he falls.

“I remember this man. He was with the group that decided to follow the Eternal Court’s guildmaster. The array must be activated from the other side, teleporting whatever happens to be inside the circle and leaving the rest behind. The moment something appears here, the blood activates this side and either sends it back to the first array or, more likely, to another one.” Victoria says.

“I’m inclined to agree with your conclusion,” Christoph says. Unlike Victoria, he doesn’t seem to be completely emotionless, but I can still see that it doesn’t really bother him much either. “Since there’s nothing we can do, we may as well keep going.”

And we do exactly that, leaving the flashing circle behind with its occasional screams and groans. Whatever’s been happening to the group on the other side can’t be good.

Malika lingers behind for a while, using her gravitational energy to observe the array. Maybe her senses are picking up on something ours can’t, but she follows us soon enough. Like most of us, she seems to be paying much more attention to the arrays along the way. We all know that any of them could activate at any moment.

The hallways ahead grow narrower over time, allowing at most one or two people to walk side by side. Larger races like the velnar and the taller lynthari are already starting to have trouble passing through. The material of the hallways changes as well, emphasizing the narrowness. Now it’s made entirely of metal, the same material as the earlier doors and the strange green boxes.

It looks like solid plates at first, but when I force my senses deeper, I realize they’re not plates at all. They’re massive bricks made of solid metal, each the size of a car, their surfaces covered in that same green patina. Unlike the earlier doors, their effects seem much stronger. Any mana that touches them begins to fall apart unless one concentrates on it, forcing it to remain firm and dense. In some ways, it feels like disruption or Morwag’s binding energy, but it is still different.

As if the metal itself was creating this strange kind of oppressive presence, which only makes me even more curious about how it works. Thankfully, a piece of the earlier door remains in my pocket, something I can examine later when the situation allows.

For now, it doesn’t fully prevent my use of mana, but the effect is noticeable. It feels like it hasn’t been designed to target individuals directly, but rather to counter ambient mana, which may as well be completely nonexistent here. Not even a speck can be felt.

At the end of the hallway, a massive slab of metal blocks the way. Near it lie the remains of two lynthari, bloody smears across the surface suggesting they’d tried to push back against it in vain. There’s no knob, no keyhole, and no inscriptions, nothing to mark it as an entrance at all. It looks less like a doorway and more like a solid wall.

Before anyone can say anything, the figure rises from Christoph’s shoulders, expanding as much as it can in the narrow hallway. More arms sprout from its back, growing until there are six in total, each thickening as they spread out.

His mana reverberates strongly, visible even to those without my trait.

Some of the arms press against the walls for support while the others slam into the metal block, crushing the remains of the lynthari beneath. He doesn’t pull back for another strike, choosing to push instead.

Slowly, with a screeching metallic groan, the block begins to move.

Dust falls down from the ceiling as the walls shake with each grinding shift. The floor vibrates under our feet, and for a moment, it feels as if the whole hallway were straining against him. Bit by bit, the block moves until a gap appears, no wider than a finger at first, but enough to let stale air through.

When light seeps through the growing gap, the laugh of a young girl drifts out from inside. It sounds innocent, crazed, and happy all at once.

“Heave-ho, heave-ho! Push, push, push!” it calls, the voice crows, filled with such manic emotion that it raises goosebumps across the surface of my skin.

From the corner of my eye, I see Christoph smiling at that sound.

With one last powerful shove, the massive block is sent sliding back. A brilliant light floods the hallway, almost holy in the intensity of its brightness, cutting through the darkness of the corridor.

            


Chapter 702 - Calvorn


                The huge block of metal with its green patina slides aside, and we step into the light, entering a half-spherical chamber built from the same type of blocks. At the center rests a golden barrier, shaped like a sphere and interwoven with a mesh of metal made from the same material as the walls.

At the center of that golden barrier floats a single sword. Hovering above a disc no wider than a plate and no thicker than two fingers pressed together. The disc looks to be made of gold and is covered in a dense scrawl of inscriptions. The sword hangs just a palm’s length above it, slowly rotating as its tip points toward the disc.

At first glance, the weapon seems almost beautiful. Its long blade has been forged from darkened steel and polished smooth, with faint red veins running its length, like dried blood or rust. In the right light, the veins glow faintly, as if something alive were resting within the metal. Golden inscriptions spiral from the hilt toward the tip, written more like a flowing text than functional inscriptions, though many of the words break off or end unfinished.

The guard and hilt come together in shades of silver and black, the hilt itself wrapped in black leather trimmed with silver. A pale stone has been placed in the pommel, cracked but still glowing faintly, letting out a golden light that feels almost sacred.

Then the blade speaks.

Its surface splits down the middle, parting along its entire length, the steel opening like lips. And inside are rows of jagged teeth grinding faintly against each other as it speaks, and its wet tongue writhes free before pulling itself back. The sword’s voice is that of a young girl, a tone that feels completely wrong considering what it is.

“Ah, brave adventurers, thank you for coming to save me! It is I, the ego sword Calvorn the Ever-Thirsting Fang, Bane of Oathbreakers and Warden of Forgotten Screams, the evil-slaying weapon!”

Everyone turns silent, just staring at the sword. Some more present, like me and Vic, examine the room for the possible traps. I really wouldn’t want to find myself locked in here with whatever that thing is.

“You look pretty fucked up. How can we be sure you’re not an evil weapon?” Malika calls out, refusing to let the strangeness of the situation silence her.

“Oh, you bitc… I mean, surely you know the saying about how appearances can deceive. What matters is what’s on the inside!”

“Honestly, I don’t care. I think we’re supposed to be destroying you.”

“You are?” the sword asks.

“I guess.”

“So I wake after millennia, only for some demon to threaten my destruction over my looks. Don’t you find that incredibly unfortunate, tantamount to condemning me upon mere appearances rather than my noble essence?”

“I don’t think so?” Malika tilts her head.

The blade snaps shut, and the hovering sword falls silent for a few moments.

When it speaks again, its voice is different. Instead of sounding like a young girl, it now resembles that of a handsome young man.

“Beautiful young demon lady, surely we could form a contract that would benefit us both. I have so much power to offer. Not to replace your own, which is of the utmost importance, but to help you challenge foes far more dangerous than yourself. Ones you thought you would face only years from now.”

Malika opens her mouth, then closes it again.

I watch her with curiosity. There’s no way.

The ego sword Calvorn the Ever-Thirsting Fang, Bane of Oathbreakers and Warden of Forgotten Screams, the evil-slaying weapon, continues in a deeper tone. “Think of it. Your hand guiding, my edge biting. People to cut, monsters to carve open. Together we could carve a trail through many beautiful battles.”

There is no way this demon would fall for something this cheap.

“M-Maybe we shouldn’t destroy it yet,” Malika says, turning to me.

“Come on, get yourself together.” Weslin shoves her aside and steps in front of the golden barrier woven with metal mesh, raising a finger to point. “Let’s figure out how to take this down so we can destroy that thing. We are not staying here any longer than necessary.”

The sword’s voice shifts back to that of an innocent girl. “You bald bastard, you shiny-headed fuck, why would you want to destroy me? Use me, I am a powerful evil slaying sword! And if you’re really such a cowardly little shit, just sell me. I can endure that much disgrace, to be sold like one of those pathetic…” it makes a gagging sound, “hurk-ghhk-ughkkk, pathetic common iron swords.”

“Sure, just tell me how to take down the barrier so I can take you,” Weslin replies, unmoved, and with his intention clear.

“Consume a dick, baldie.”

“Come on, I want to save you, but I can’t exactly lower the barrier without you.”

“I hope your dick falls off, even though I doubt it finds much use with a face like yours.”

Damn.

And I’m not the only one thinking it either. I even hear a few demons snickering behind us, though they fall silent when Weslin turns around.

“Nathaniel, do your thing and just bypass the barrier or something,” he says.

“I tried examining it, but I don’t think I can manage it,” I say.

“Then do you… you know… that thing.” He gestures at my halo, where I’m currently accumulating mana, then taps the black belt tied at his waist.

“May every drink you take taste like piss, you bastards!” the sword shouts before I can respond. Its blade splits again, teeth and tongue flashing as it continues screaming insults at everyone, even the bystanders who haven’t said anything yet.

As before, every time it does, I feel it pulling at the surrounding mana, just a tiniest little bit, limited by the barrier surrounding it. Even though the barrier shouldn’t be allowing it at all, but looking closer, a mesh of metal wires coated in green patina seems close to breaking after all these years.

Relatively close. Though it’s still so strong that I currently have no idea how I’d go about breaking it or getting through, but I’m still working on it. At its peak strength, the barrier must have been truly something.

I wonder if it could pull mana directly from me if not for the barrier. I also wonder how it would compare to my black mana.

Victoria voices the thought I’ve kept to myself so far. “Are we sure we want to remove that barrier before confirming we can actually destroy it? Amusing as it is, the sword likely possesses considerable intelligence. Its display of harmlessness or childishness is almost certainly a calculated attempt to provoke a reckless decision.”

This time, the sword says nothing, but its mouth hangs open in something reminiscent of a soundless laugh.

For some reason, I feel as if it’s been staring directly at Christoph, who has been sitting before the barrier the entire time with his elbow on his knee and his chin resting on his palm. He remains silent, not looking at the barrier itself but through it, right at the sword.

And just like Victoria recommended, it’s been decided. We will examine the barrier and the room around us, posting guards at several key points, especially keeping an eye on the closest teleportation arrays that everyone’s still refusing to trust.

 







 

“Nathaniel,” the evil slaying ego sword Calvorn calls to me. I note how it purposefully makes its voice resemble Victoria’s, likely having deduced our relationship. “You seem to have a lot of mana. Why don’t you feed me a little? Aren’t you curious to see what would happen?”

I notice its tone is very different from before. Where it once acted childish and silly to make others underestimate it, now it speaks to me with logic and reason. It must have picked up on my curiosity, since it’s been almost a full day and I’ve been examining the barrier the entire time.

“Feed me your mana, Nathaniel. Through the mesh, through the cracks, so I can drink it. In return, I will whisper the secrets hammered into my steel. Aren’t you curious?” it says.

“A bit,” I admit. “But tell me about your master, you mentioned something about him to Victoria when she talked to you.”

Even though it is just a sword with a mouth, it seems to perk up. Its voice shifts again, becoming more excited and taking on the tone of the young girl we heard when we first arrived. “My master always comes back. Nobody, not even death, has stopped him yet.”

“Does your master need you?”

“We need each other, our bond is just that strong, we make each other whole. The hand that forged our bond will grip me once again.”

“And what happens to us when he finds us here?”

“When he comes, you will split, crack, bleed. His strike through me will cut you all down,” the sword answers without hesitation.

“Is it a good idea to be telling me that?” I ask curiously.

“Would you believe me if I said otherwise?” Its voice grows quieter. “I will always be honest with you, Nathaniel, even if the truth is not in my favor.”

“Aren’t you just a bit too good at reading people?”

The blade splits again, and that unsettling laugh echoes out. It is a warped sound, a blend of a young girl’s giggle, Victoria’s tone, and metallic grinding. “I have observed so many people in my time. Hundreds, thousands. With my master carrying me at his side, I watched them all. You learn much that way.”

I study the sword for a long moment, questions swirling in my head. “How old are you?”

“Very old. But it is difficult to estimate after being trapped here for so long.”

“Who trapped you here? What is this place meant for?”

The mouths snap shut, and when the sword speaks again, its voice is calmer. “I can tell you everything. Just feed me your mana, Nathaniel, and I promise to answer all your questions and more. What this place is, who the companions were that betrayed my master out of fear of our strength, which Rulers we followed and met in those distant years, and much more.”

If I were alone, I would probably have already given this thing half of my mana right at this moment.

With a sigh, I lean back and stare at the tall ceiling. Whoever this sword’s master was, he must have been powerful enough to follow in the footsteps of the Rulers who once explored the First Dungeon. That would make him an Absolute. I wonder how much of him remains, and how the S-rank group is faring. I wonder if Calvorn’s master is the same person who created those black weapons with the Blood Receptacles.

That theme repeats itself here. Blood. Weapons fueled by it, teleportation arrays powered by it. This ego sword also hints that its master was likely a craftsman who discovered something new while working on his weapons. There’s a word that repeatedly comes to mind, one I could use to name it. Yet I hold back from saying it aloud for now.

When Weslin steps to my side to tell me something, it is Calvorn who speaks first, shifting into a voice identical to the bald man’s. “Weslin, why have you been shaving off your white hair?” it asks.

At that moment, the man next to me freezes in shock, whatever he wanted to say now stuck in his throat.

The sword laughs in a perfect copy of Weslin’s laugh. “Ah, I can smell blood purified by your heart. Are you really so ashamed to be one of them? Do you really hate them that much? But then why do you still travel with so many of them?”

Before the sword can say more, a signal comes from one of our patrols. I translate it as one person approaching.

That person enters the chamber before anyone can stop him. Even with bulky metal armor and a huge backpack, the lumoran moves faster than our patrols and steps inside.

“Daaaaaamn, that’s a lot of containment barriers,” the lumoran says first, letting out a loud sigh as he drops his bag on the ground. “I hate that this is the second time I’ve had to say it today.”

I notice wider parts of his armor have been cut away, along with parts of his bag, which now looks patched. His entire left sleeve and part of his leg plate are missing, but his body has already healed. It seems the teleportation arrays sliced him when he failed to fit inside completely.

“Hello, good fellas. My name is Brich, and we’d better destroy that cute sword over there, unfortunately. As much as I’d love to play with it, its fucking owner is coming.”

“I’m going to need to hear more than that,” Christoph says calmly, even as he blocks the lumoran’s path with deliberate steps.

“Oh, quick story. I’m one of the S-ranks sent to destroy this sword’s master. Unfortunately, we failed spectacularly,” he laughs it off. “Their presence jumped into Nyssa, who fucking murdered poor Lyraen. Wasn’t he supposed to be the strongest, by the way? Anyway, may the little guy rest in peace. But man, we’d better hurry before she gets here and fucks us all up.”

            


Chapter 703 - You can’t have this one


                “You’re lying.” Weslin is the first one to speak after the announcement. “There is no way someone possessed Nyssa, be it mimic, skin jumper, parasite, or body snatcher.”

The lumoran man waves it off. “Right? Kaari thought the same, and honestly, I did too. But hell, we also thought we could kill that fella in one blow, or at least defend ourselves long enough to kill it before it jumped into one of us. We were wrong in both cases.”

Brich takes a step closer, standing in front of Christoph, who refuses to move aside. “This,” the lumoran says, pointing at his shirt and the blood on it, “is all that’s left of Lyraen, after Nyssa literally tore him apart.”

Suddenly, the blade, still trapped within the barrier, splits open to reveal a tongue and teeth, and the sword lets out a low, mocking laugh in Weslin’s voice.

When it stops, there’s no explanation at all. No reason given.

Brich only glances that way before turning to Christoph. His cheery face turns more serious. “As much as I understand your reactions, and find your behavior amusing, if reasonable up to a point, get out of my way before I make you.”

The pressure around him increases at a very high rate. The crystals over his body start to glow, releasing huge amounts of mana, which makes some demons and members of Victoria’s group take a few steps back.

Everyone here realizes this guy is an S rank. Even though plenty of us are A ranks, there’s still a massive difference between us and someone considered one of the ten or so strongest attendees currently in Beyond.

I let mana seep into my body and shrug off the pressure he’s been generating. The mana in my halo spins faster, ready to be used, as I take a step forward. As Victoria, Weslin, Gloria, and Malika do the same.

Christoph, standing in front of Brich, doesn’t seem pressured or worried at all, even with the close distance between the two of them. “Something about your story feels very off, Brich, so I apologize, but I cannot do that,” he says.

The sword starts laughing again, the sound turning into the voice of a young girl. “Master, you always were hopeless at lying, and without me, you never knew how to deal with people.”

In the next moment, Brich takes a step forward, but instead of moving ahead, he disappears, reappearing back near the entrance to this chamber. The arm of the figure floating over Christoph slams into the ground where he stood mere moments ago, leaving the imprint of an open palm in the metal floor.

From the bag on Brich’s back, multiple cubes and the other items fly out, activating defensive barriers around him and charging up in preparation for the attack.

My [Empyrean Lance] slams into his defenses, piercing through them and the side of his body. His face barely shows any acknowledgment of the wound, as if he did not even notice the hole that’s been burrowed through his body. His cheery mood from before is entirely gone, replaced by cold indifference.

He keeps that expression even as Victoria reaches him, and her arm pierces through the same spot my lance struck before the barrier can restore itself. As the barrier snaps back into place, her arm is cut off. It falls to the ground, and before it touches the floor, it grows into a duplicate of her, who immediately takes another step toward Brich, punching him in the face. Her arm and his face explode into a gory shower of flesh and bone.

When the bloody mist is gone, another Victoria regrows from a piece of her flesh, while Brich turns toward the two of them with the same uncaring expression under all that blood. Half of his face is a mess, stripped of skin and flesh, and now missing an eye, but his skull remains untouched.

Before Victoria can move once again, my lance pierces through the barrier once more, almost reaching him. But this time, one of the floating cubes intercepts, shifting the trajectory slightly, just enough to cause my lance to graze his neck instead of piercing it and separating his head from his body.

Brich swings his armored arm, and Victoria disappears in an explosion as his glove lights up. The second duplicate evaporates in a burst of flames released from another floating cube, and inside his barrier, the flames continue to rise, burning everything Victoria could have used to recreate her duplicates.

When the flames disappear, Brich stands there burned and still showing the same nonchalance. His crystals covering his body start glowing as he moves again, but to my eyes, it all feels off, sluggish and awkward, weak even. As if he is using abilities he doesn’t quite understand properly.

Weslin’s already in there, void flickering around him as he slams into the barrier. In a single burst of void energy, it disappears almost effortlessly. The void continues to flicker around Weslin as he steps forward, cutting off flames before they reach him and taking one of the cube’s explosions head-on as it sends a powerful shockwave through the chamber.

Brich staggers, nearly collapsing to his knees, as a yellowish circle forms beneath him, trying to drag him down. The demon woman lunges forward, rushing past Weslin, whose body is rapidly pulling itself back together after the explosion.

Clinging to his footing, Brich forces himself upright and takes a step, vanishing from where he’d been standing just as Malika closes in.

He appears near the golden barrier and the mesh that surrounds the sword. The sword continues to laugh excitedly, calling and challenging, its voice filled with joy, the exact opposite of the indifference of its master, controlling the body of the S rank.

Before Brich can touch the barrier, I use [Redistribution] and hold him there, absorbing an insane amount of kinetic energy as he attempts to push through. His body strains and cracks, while the presence inside him doesn’t seem to care at all.

Even so, I continue to hold him there, and attacks start crashing against his body as more people in the room join in.

In the middle of that bombardment, he turns to me with a piercing gaze. A disgusting feeling envelops me, and something hazy red wavers around him.

Brich’s body collapses to the floor, while Christoph appears standing nearby. The figure that usually hovers over him is now less noticeable even to me, and it holds something that tried to come toward me. A sickly pale red humanoid shape, near transparent, with only its black colored eyes breaking the monotony.

“Oh no, you can’t have that one,” Christoph says, smiling as he holds onto the presence.

That figure, carrying the same indifference it had while possessing the S rank, just becomes more transparent before vanishing completely.

Christoph’s eyes snap toward one of the demons standing closest by. Before anything else happens, his mana flares. The figure expands, and its hand elongates, slamming down and crushing the demon into a pile no thicker than my palm, spraying blood everywhere.

I take a deep breath, then exhale slowly. My minds combine into one, enhancing my senses as far as I can push them. I search for that wavelength, that shift in the mana radiating from the combat now filling the room, hunting for the translucent red figure. But it’s nowhere to be seen.

The fighting slows, and for a moment, everyone stares at one another in heavy silence.

I push harder, expanding my senses, using my passives to sharpen them further. I look for everything and nothing, even the faintest hint, a ripple of mana in the air at its movement.

[Focus - lvl 70 > Focus - lvl 71]

[Perception - lvl 68 > Perception - lvl 69]

[Perception - lvl 69 > Perception - lvl 70]

In the constant noise of the room, through shouts and movement, I filter everything out until something draws my attention.

Where Brich collapsed, inscriptions on his armor activate, triggering something like a healing mark. Then another set of inscriptions on his chest discharges lightning into his body, restarting his heart. A third set touches his mind, and the motionless S rank suddenly takes a deep breath, eyes wide open.

“Oh, fuck this hurts,” he mutters, cursing as he forces his body upright, breathing heavily but talking hurriedly. “It’s been weakened. On its own, outside of taking over people, it has almost no strength, it needs the sword. Every jump into another body makes it weaker.”

Brich triggers more inscriptions and starts to stand, but his body wavers. He falls toward the mesh covering the golden barrier, reaching out with his arm to stop himself from falling. “It’s…”

Before he can finish, my lance pierces the middle of his forehead, slamming against the barrier but not breaking through.

[Empyrean Lance - lvl 31 > Empyrean Lance - lvl 32]

Even then, Brich’s body twitches and tries to reach with his hand toward the barrier. Before he can touch it, Christoph’s figure grabs him by his leg, violently throwing him against the far wall away from the barrier with a sickening crunch.

That red presence seeps from Brich’s body, jumping into a member of Victoria’s group, then into a demon, killing both as it leaves. The claim about limited jumps has clearly been a lie.

I watch it whip around, leaping into two more bodies before anyone can react or even see it, and then driving straight to its target. The body it likely considers the most compatible, the one that could let it wield its powers most effectively.

My sister.

It shoots through the air, invisible to Victoria.

A disgusting, hateful presence. Long ago, perhaps a talented crafter who discovered this kind of ability, likely loathed as much as mind mages.

A wraith. A vampire. Whatever it is, I do not care.

I time it, and at the last moment, I activate the [Ley Line] I had connected to Victoria, appearing in front of her. The presence has no time to stop and slams into me, forcing its way into my body instead.

For a moment, it stumbles in confusion, then moves as it likely did before, heading toward my mind. It tries to tear it apart, to read my memories, to use my abilities in a pathetic mockery of the things I can do.

I feel it stirring within me, and I locate it and reach for it as quickly as it moves.

Then I manifest myself inside my own mind, activating a countermeasure I call: Oh, You Dumbfuck Walked In.

It is something I prepared specifically against mind mages, instead of building passive defenses and walls around my mind. Even Sophie, as one of the most talented mind mages I’ve ever met, finds it terrifying. I’m confident it will work in this case as well.

Simply put, some time ago, I decided not to block mental attacks against me. Instead, I let the attacker enter my mind, and then I use [Manifestation] to appear there myself, face-to-face.

After all, it is MY body and MY mind. I will never allow anyone to take that from me. And right now, I can say without hesitation that my mental defenses are among the strongest of any attendee in Beyond, S ranks included.

The figure floats in endless white space, turning its head in confusion. It doesn’t notice me until I appear at its side and strike, my fist slamming into its head in a clean, solid punch.

Reacting to my will, a wall forms where none existed before, and the figure slams into it. Before it can recover, I’m already in front of it, driving my fist into its chest and hammering it back into the wall. I grab its head, slam it down into my rising knee, then strike again with another punch that bulldozes it straight through the wall.

“You shouldn’t have gone after my sister, motherfucker,” I spit out the words and punch it again.

            


Chapter 704 - You Came to the Wrong Neighborhood


                My kick sends the pale red presence rolling over the ground. With a single step, I reach it again, kicking it and making it slam against another wall that appears behind it.

I had suspected this, but it seems like it might be weaker after being trapped for who knows how long. Or maybe this is just how it is without its sword.

Well, none of that matters right now.

It tries to move to avoid me, but here, manifested in my mental space, I’m strong. This is my mind, my body. My domain, the place where my mana is easiest to reach, where my passives and skills are strongest.

Before it can escape, I reach it, grabbing what almost feels like smoke with a strange firmness to it. I slam it against the wall and punch it several times in the head. I form a pale blue sword in my arm, dangerous, shimmering, and sharp, but above all, just as powerful as anything made with [Manifestation]. I move to pierce the figure with it and cut it apart, but before I can, it expands from the inside and throws me away.

This time, it is me who rolls over the ground as it leaps toward me in a smooth, long motion. As I raise my hands to defend myself, it slams against them and sends me rolling. I bury my feet into the ground, which shifts from an infinite white void to an earthlike surface and slows me down.

I avoid another attack and kick at it, but it dodges and hits me again, sending me rolling once more. A deep wound I hadn’t even noticed runs across my chest, long scratches cutting through its entirety.

While it charges at me, another wall forms in front of it, causing it to crash and come to an abrupt stop. I charge this time and punch through the wall from the other side, detonating it on impact, piercing through, and striking the figure that flies back after the blow.

I shake off the numbness from my arms and legs and jump slightly on the spot, warming up my body. The figure also stops and stands up, growing in size. We face each other, ready to charge at any moment.

Then the sound of a truck siren cuts through the area, louder than it should be. Both the figure and I turn toward it just in time to see a huge tanker truck flying through the air at hypersonic speed.

It feels like the world slows down as I watch the door of the truck open, as a small figure jumps out. I don’t register much except an old, bleached, red blanket tied around its neck like a cape. A childlike laugh echoes as that figure disappears.

What the fuck?

A wall forms behind the figure, and the hypersonic tanker truck slams into it, pinning the presence inside and exploding into a massive fireball that sends heat roiling through the area. The blast ripples outward in a wave of fire and shrapnel, tearing through the air with a deafening sound. For a moment, the entire mental space shakes, drowning in roaring flames.

The following moment, a powerful pulse bursts from the epicenter and blows out all the flames.

A pale red, smoke-like hand throws the remains of the truck aside and climbs out of the debris, larger once again. It charges at me, slamming into the ground and forcing me to step aside to avoid it. I turn and throw a kick at its arm, knocking the figure off balance, then punch at its face as it falls toward me, now nearly twice my height.

When it swings its other arm, I find myself being forced to dodge. A wall forms in front of me, slowing it down as a long spear manifests in my hand. I stab forward and through the presence. The spear extends further and thickens to the width of my wrist.

Taking a few steps back, the presence wrenches the spear out, throwing it away. Even now, it’s still acting the way it has all along: nonchalant, uncaring, as if nothing could have any consequences for it, as if it can’t truly die.

A quick punch crashes into me, throwing me back. As I land on my feet and look at it, the presence no longer seems focused on escape. It floats there, sickly pale red, like smoke mimicking a humanoid form, its black eyes fixed on me.

Looking at it, I point toward where the sky should be. There, something enormous is falling straight toward us, a huge thing made of metal with its surface glowing from friction as it passes through an atmosphere that should not even exist here.

None of it makes sense.

A space shuttle with its signature red tank plummets even faster than the supersonic truck, its surface glowing red with the heat of reentry, still carrying its massive fuel tanks.

None of it makes sense.

The presence looks up at it, then turns to me. Where its mouth should be, a black shape forms for a moment as it speaks for the first time.

“Seriously?” That voice carries the same lack of feeling and indifference.

“Fuck you.”

Out of nowhere, the space shuttle accelerates to an incredible speed with an audible thump and slams into the ground like a gunshot. The shuttle detonates on impact, a blinding sphere of fire swallowing everything in its radius.

A dozen walls, big as houses, rise in front of me, catching the explosions, the shockwave, and the heat. Each wall shatters under the pressure, exploding outward in storms of debris, only for another to rise behind it and take the blow.

The shockwave crashes against the walls, relentless, each crash louder and heavier than the last. By the time the final wall stands, it’s been blackened, cracked through the center, and has started to tremble as if one more breath might break it.

It then bursts into an explosion and throws me back as the presence steps out of the heat and destruction, taller than ever. It keeps growing and expanding, the eerie feeling around it intensifying as my mental space fills with the smell of blood. It grows until it reaches the size of a multi-story building, towering over my much smaller form. Then it moves toward me.

My annoyance rises even higher. Staring at it, I reach into my reservoir, my body, and the halo floating over my head. I know I should leave some mana for the part of me waiting outside, but I grab and channel as much as I have.

Instead of taking a step back, I take one forward, moving toward the presence. It moves to slam down on me when my body starts expanding rapidly. In a mere moment, I grow to match it, then continue further. My form here inside my mind space reaches my opponent’s height and keeps going.

Twice its height.

Thrice.

Five times.

Until I tower over it and it looks tiny beneath me.

In the same way it tried before against me, I slam against it, using my hand to slam it into the ground, and then I do it again and again.

It slithers and tries to escape from under me, but I grab it and throw it into the ground with a satisfying thump, then stomp on it with my feet.

Once.

Twice.

Then I kick it, slamming it into one of the walls. I move closer and kick again, destroying the wall and sending the presence rolling through my mental space.

“Come on, bitch. Go on, try to destroy my brain, do it if you can,” I say as I take another step and a sword manifests along my arm, a colossal blade that could cleave mountains in half.

Instead of facing me like before, the presence stands in place, then turns around and attempts to leave my mind. But I try to hold it this time, moving faster toward it as it begins to retreat.

It keeps shrinking, down to the size of a human, then a golf ball, then a fly, then even smaller. And then it slips through and escapes my mind to my disappointment.

I return outside as quickly as it disappears from my mind and waver as I see now through my eyes again, merging with the two parts of my mind I left behind to take care of my body.

 







 

POV Weslin, a few moments prior

When Nathaniel appears in front of his sister, everything goes quiet. That man known as Christoph stares his way before tilting his head and taking a step forward.

Remembering how he killed those demons only moments ago, I move as well, rousing up my void energy even more and feeling my heartbeat strengthen. That strange thing around him I’ve been sensing shifts, and I prepare to throw my void against it.

“Christoph, if you take one more step, I will kill you,” Victoria says out of nowhere in that emotionless voice of hers. As with everything she says, it manages to sound unusually formal.

Multiple duplicates of her appear all over the room, likely grown from the pieces she’s been throwing all over the place. There are soon a dozen of her, some stepping toward the others and burying their hands into their backs just to pull a sword made of white bone from the place her spine should be.

Christoph stops and lifts his arms into the air, a smile dancing on his face. “I wouldn’t have done that, Victoria. The presence until now killed everyone it jumped into right away, but Nathaniel seems to be different for some reason. It’s just so fascinating.”

Then Nathaniel moves as well and smiles wider than I’ve ever seen. His voice is sharp and bratty as he speaks. “Oh wow, the creepy old guy can smile, and he finds this stuff fascinating. Do you want a cookie or a diaper change?”

That causes even Christoph to pause. “Excuse me?”

“Excuse you? Excuse your style, it’s screaming midlife crisis without the life to go with it,” Nathaniel says and starts giggling before turning to Vic with a smile that becomes gentle. “I have a plan, but just in case, I’m going to get away from here so the asshole does not have anywhere to jump to.”

Before he even stops, that feeling around Christoph intensifies as he reaches toward him with words. “It will be better if you stay here.”

Tracking it through the air, I throw my void energy at it again, and fail to affect it. But Nathaniel isn’t there anymore. Where that thing strikes is where he stood, and instead, he moves through the air, avoiding another attempt to slow him.

In that moment, the expression on Christoph’s face grows annoyed, and the pressure around him increases significantly, a wave of mana filling the chamber.

Victoria’s duplicates reach him too, exploding as they strengthen their bodies to their limit and slam against the invisible protection around Christoph. Each strike sends a shockwave through the room. He merely ignores them, but more begin forming from the scattered pieces and continue attacking him.

My void joins in as I throw everything at him as well, and for some reason, Malika attacks too, laughing all the while.

For just a moment, he has to shift his attention to defend himself as Victoria nearly reaches him under all that bombardment, and Nathaniel uses the opportunity to teleport several times and escape through the narrow pathway we entered.

Seeing that, Christoph just sighs, and whatever surrounds him throws everyone nearby away before he faces Victoria, who still stands in his way to the exit. “If it had been needed, I could’ve helped him with that presence,” he says.

Victoria nods. “Possibly, but I trust him more than I trust you.”

Christoph looks like someone unaccustomed to being ignored, if not the sort of person who always believes he’s in the right. Someone who doesn’t like losing control of a situation, and I can see the gears turning in his head.

“I hope you’re ready to kill him in the event that he fails,” he says at last, then turns around, heading back to the barrier.

A part of me relaxes as cold sweat runs down my back. Even though he didn’t say it outright, I know he would likely have tried to kill me if I repeated what I did before, and for some reason, he’s only stepping back because of the Gwyn siblings.

But as that situation ends and we turn back to the barrier, we freeze, with Christoph perhaps the most surprised of us all.

Someone had used the distraction that just occurred as an opportunity.

Brich, once again alive for some reason, is inside the barrier and next to the talking sword. There are multiple cubes attached to the barrier, creating a passage, and another barrier surrounds the sword, blocking out the likely screams of the weapon. I watch the blade move, but cannot hear it. There is also another array seemingly hiding what he was doing.

Looking like a child caught doing something bad, Brich smiles. “Yo, this isn’t personal, so I hope we’re cool and stuff.”

Christoph moves faster than before, and a burst of mana from him causes a few of the weaker people nearby to pass out immediately. In less than a second, he’s at the barrier, and for the first time, I clearly see the humanoid half-figure surrounding him, holding the edges of the hole Brich made, then removing cubes to close the entrance and reform the barrier around the two of them.

“Motherfucker, leave, leave, leave me alone! I want to wait here for my master,” Calvorn is shouting as the barrier drops.

Brich grabs the sword and swings it toward something Christoph seems to have attacked him with. The blade devours it all, but the lumoran’s black arm holding it turns pale, his veins clearly visible as blood drips from his palm.

“Holy shit, man! There is no way you aren’t S rank. That attack nearly got me, and you even broke a barrier created by a low pristine item!” Brich groans. “Well, anyway, please don’t kill me the next time we meet!”

He grabs Calvorn with both hands, and instead of facing the human, the armor around the lumoran turns red as if it is about to melt. Brich disappears with Calvorn, leaving the armor and all the items behind.

The crash of heavy armor against the metal floor tears through the chamber, then silence falls. Dozens of checks flare from everyone present, but they all confirm the same thing, both the sword and Brich are gone, leaving Christoph facing the empty air.

His face is hidden, but I am certain of one thing. Whatever expression he’s wearing, it’s not happiness.

 







 

POV Nathaniel

My senses snap into place the same moment the presence leaves my body, and I move to stop it again, but I notice it has stopped as well. Both Assholethaniel and Mapthaniel step back now that I don’t need them to maintain control of my body, and I take over the role.

There is simply no one close enough for the presence to jump into now. Instead of leaving me, it just lingers in the area, attached to me but not trying to enter my mind again.

What a little bitch.

Well, my plan was a bit different from whatever happened, so I’d better come up with a solution.

“Don’t move if you don’t want to die,” a deep male voice warns me, but I find myself unable to locate where it’s coming from.

            


Chapter 705 - A mess


                The deep male voice speaks, resonating from nowhere I can place. It echoes from every direction while seeming to come from nowhere at all.

A female voice answers, “Don’t kill him yet. He belongs to Nyssa, and the Wraith doesn’t seem to be taking him over.”

This one I can follow. I see her standing far away. A pretty blonde woman with green eyes, a bow, and a mantle woven of mana. I recognize her immediately, even though I’ve only ever met her once, in passing, on the Entrance Floor, when I first stepped into beyond.

Next to her, the air wavers, and a vyssari man appears. Inscriptions glow in a circle beneath him, and white lightning crackles around his body. It takes me no time at all to know that this guy is very bad news. That lightning feels anything but normal, and damn, I’ve seen enough of Tess’ primordial lightning to say as much with confidence.

And why in the hell is that vyssari guy floating?

“He’s an A rank at most, so why isn’t the Wraith taking over?” the vyssari asks, looking at me like I’m some sort of interesting animal he’s found in a zoo.

The archer woman studies me as well. “The Wraith isn’t a mind mage. It can only destroy the minds of the people it enters and make use of the remaining fragments of memory while seizing control of their body. If there isn’t any compatibility with the host, the Wraith just destroys them, leaves and…”

“Save that explanation for someone else, Kaari, we should…” the vyssari interrupts her, but I cut him off as well.

“Are you assholes looking for that lumoran Bitch?”

“His name is Brich,” the woman says, trying to correct me.

“He could just as well be named Bitch,” the vyssari snorts, then addresses me. “Is he still alive?”

“The last time I saw him, I’d pierced a hole through his head. But I didn’t get a notification, so I would guess he was dead before we met him, and it was just that Wraith, as you call it, controlling him,” I answer.

“So quite likely he is still alive,” Kaari says as she sits down at a distance and continues to watch me. The vyssari seems to agree with her, just nodding once.

The entire time Kaari keeps using her senses to track the presence, the Wraith. Maybe it’s just me, but she seems to be getting better at it, quickly. At the start, she almost couldn’t do it, but now her eyes linger longer on the places where it hovers around me, transparent and untouchable.

“Brich is very hard to kill. He has multiple mind imprints stored inside his body at all times, ready to replace his mind if it gets destroyed. The Crimson Forge really did a number on him.” Kaari says.

“Oh?” I ask, perking up at the interesting story and plop down on the ground. “Please, tell me more.”

Noticing my curiosity, she smiles and gestures at the vyssari to calm down, but he ignores her and just floats there, likely preparing to kill the Wraith and me in one go, while keeping an eye out for anything that might be approaching.

“Curious one, aren’t you?” Kaari says. “Alright, why don’t we talk for a while? Crimson Forge is a relatively new guild, but it’s likely already ranked among the richest because of how many exceptional crafters they have. Their best always wanted to test their items, but as it tends to be, they either tend to be cowards or simply turn out not to be combat oriented. So they’re always searching for the right person to test their items and crazy creations on. They never force these people into anything against their will, though, they had at least that much sense. They always offered promises of power and incredible riches.”

I want to say that riches are useless if you’re dead, but then I remember where we are and keep quiet. Beyonders aren’t exactly the smartest sort of people, and most of them have a screw loose.

As if noticing my hesitation, Kaari smiles. “Dozens of A ranks died during that experimentation, but even hearing that, more kept coming. They often died in accidents, whether from misuse of the powerful items or from simple incompatibility. Then one day, Brich barged into the headquarters of Crimson Forge, unchanging as ever, full of energy and determined to become their greatest work for reasons of his own.”

She pauses, thinking. “He isn’t exactly a bad guy, I think. He’s just insane like all of us here, maybe a bit more than the rest. Thanks to his physique, skills, and exceptional mind, he became everything Crimson Forge wanted, and in the process, they turned him into an S rank capable of handling items like no one else. Among those items are dozens of ways to restore his body, even if his brain is destroyed. There are so many thaumic protocols inscribed into his gear he’s likely forgotten about half of them, many acting as life support systems that sustain his body and regenerate it from nearly any injury.”

“That’s fucking cool,” I can’t help but blurt out, thinking that I might have judged that guy too harshly.

“He’s a lost cause,” the vyssari says, making Kaari glance at him and nod.

“We all put up our own defenses, but we were also counting on him to keep the defensive array steady in case our first strike on the Wraith didn’t work,” she says. “Paranoia comes with things like that, so of course, we kept an eye on the array. Even then, we missed it. He slipped a hole into it without us noticing, and that let the presence get through to him.”

I put the pieces together. “He let it in so it would bring him to the sword?”

Kaari nods. “Likely. To get him to the sword and either use his body to claim it or, having made his way there, allow the Wraith to jump into someone else while Brich made use of one of his imprints and items to restart his body and continue on whatever chaotic plan he pulled out of his ass.”

“Wouldn’t being replaced by an imprint be in some way considered just a copy of his mind? Someone else, perhaps even missing a few hours, having been created earlier in the day?” I ask.

“Brich never gave a damn. He just wakes up and keeps moving, that’s enough for him. And you know what’s amusing? In some ways, he could be considered one of the most talented out of all of us.” She says, looking over at the vyssari.

I even expect him to snort or respond, since she clearly meant it as a poke at him, but he doesn’t bother. He radiates that quiet confidence the powerful always carry. Or maybe I’m wrong, and he’s just holding himself back to maintain that cool aura he puts off.

“And who is this guy who keeps preparing that attack to shoot at me the entire time we talk?” I ask, gesturing at the vyssari.

“Will you introduce yourself?” she asks him.

“I’m Lyraen, and I am retuning the resonance matrices and realigning the vectors so the pattern harmonizes against the Wraith’s essence,” he says simply and turns to Kaari, “Nyssa is coming, by the way, along with someone else from the direction this guy came from.”

“Maybe someone from this man’s party? And no sign of Morwag with Nyssa? If he came too, it would be harder to kill Nathaniel if we decided it was necessary,” Kaari asks, and with an apologetic smile looks at me. “Nothing personal.”

“No offence taken, you just told me a lot of cool stuff, if it comes to it, I will try to ensure that the Wraith enters the vyssari guy instead of you.”

“How nice of you.”

“Morwag isn’t with her,” the vyssari says, entirely ignoring our short conversation.

“I’m not surprised they got split. With her blood, who knows where the array took her.” Kaari shakes her head, and as Nyssa appears in view, she calls out, “Hey, you better keep your distance and…”

Ignoring all of that, Nyssa steps forward and appears right at my side. At first, I think she’s looking at me, but her eyes are locked on the presence still hovering near me. The Wraith shifts slightly, as if considering jumping toward her, then halts.

“Have they been bullying you, Nathaniel?” Nyssa asks, finally taking her eyes off the presence.

“These two?”

“Yes. Kaari and Lyraen.”

“Not really. They’ve been pretty reasonable about the situation.”

“I see. That’s good.”

“Yeah. By the way, even they haven’t been getting close. Are you sure you should be standing here? It might jump into you.”

“It is fine. I want it to,” she says, handing me what I guess are her shoes, socks, and long-sleeve shirt, all folded neatly. “Guard them with your life,” she adds, serious.

I freeze. “Huh.”

Nyssa nods, “Yes, I failed before. Brich tricked me, and it escaped.” She seems blind to the fact that I was surprised by something else.

“He tricked everyone,” Kaari calls from a distance. “Can you kill it, Nyssa? Lyraen and I modified our attacks, so this time we might succeed. Thankfully, it is still weak and has yet to reach its weapon. The other group saved us there.”

“Morwag asked me not to kill it so he could try fighting it,” Nyssa says flatly.

This time, Kaari doesn’t stop herself. She lets out a quiet, long groan and says in a soft voice, “Nyssa…”

“He seemed really excited after that short clash with Brich, when he tried to stop him from escaping. It had been a long time since anyone gave him such a deep wound.” Nyssa says, almost innocent in her tone.

I keep looking between these S ranks, not even surprised that this has turned into such a mess. A cyborg made by a guild full of maniacal crafters, a weirdo albino demon with a look of complete innocence and calm on her face, while still being someone I really, really don’t want to see angry. Or maybe I do. Who the hell am I lying to? 

Then we have this floating vyssari with an extremely, disgustingly powerful attack he’s still charging and preparing, and the archer woman who seems so normal so far, that I’m starting to have a feeling that she’s the worst out of all of them. And of course Morwag, the most demon demon to ever demon. We do not want that guy here to further add to this fucked up situation.

The other guy coming to join our little party here might be even worse for the current situation. Slowing the speed of his mana signature’s approach, Christoph reduces his pace to a walk, stopping just outside the Wraith’s reach.

His face is nothing like his usual calm confidence, the one that makes it seem like he’s making fun of you in his mind, like you’re just a silly child jumping in a mud hole. Even though he stays composed and isn’t showing much, I can see it, I can feel it in the way he moves.

Right now, Christoph seems like he’s very, very annoyed.

“Yo, everything good back there?” I ask before anyone else here can.

He shakes his head, takes the smallest step closer, and Kaari reacts instantly, with incredible speed, she draws an arrow to her bow.

“It would be better if you stayed a bit further back. We do not want to give the Wraith a potentially compatible body,” Kaari calls toward him. For some reason, she doesn’t attack right away.

It doesn’t fit with the way they’ve behaved up til now. I would’ve expected them to destroy any possible host immediately, but instead, they hesitate. Like me, they feel it, the pressure now radiating from Christoph.

The man doesn’t even react to Kaari’s warning. He keeps his eyes on me. “I’ve been careless. I was having too much fun, I grew overconfident, and that led to the lumoran escaping with the sword.”

“You did? Well, that does suck,” I say to him.

He nods. “It does. I’m not used to it.” His words are cold, and for some reason, they feel dangerous, even if he doesn’t exactly mean them as a threat.

Then, all at once, multiple things happen.

Nyssa lets out a small sneeze as a speck of dust tickles her nose, the quick twitch of her nose making her look unexpectedly cute.

Christoph takes a step forward, his mana expanding to create a bridge that the Wraith uses to leap at him.

Kaari shoots several arrows, each of a different color and purpose, one for me, one for Nyssa, one for Christoph.

Lyraen unleashes his white lightning. What I had sensed him preparing was not even close to the full extent, just a fraction of it. The rest appears suddenly, hidden until now by the field surrounding the floating vyssari.

But fastest of all, the pale red humanoid form of the Wraith crashes against Christoph’s figure, which grabs the Wraith in the air and then begins absorbing it.

The figure that usually floats over Christoph now starts to turn a pale shade of red.
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Chapter 706 - Not enough to stop me


                Lyraen’s white lightning moves in a way that leads me to conclude it’ll be in no one’s best interest to make an attempt to stand against it, and that I should immediately fuck off.

Taking as much mana as I’ve managed to replenish, I use it to teleport away through a [Ley Line] I managed to place during our conversation. The thinnest and least noticeable one I could. Placing it with such care gained me two extra levels in the skill.

As I teleport away, Nyssa moves as well, not to avoid but to attack the duo. I have no idea if her decision was made on a whim or with care and thought. Matching the speed of the lightning, she passes by it, grabs the arrows Kaari’s started firing off at us from the air, and breaks them with incredible ease.

Meanwhile, the usually transparent, barely noticeable figure floating behind Christoph shifts entirely to a shade of pale red. Where there were no clear facial features before, there are now two entirely black eyes, just like the Wraith’s.

The figure grows in size, coils around Christoph defensively, and wraps him in two of its hands. It encloses him completely. More arms grow from its back, longer and thinner, reaching forward and clapping together as if trying to trap the white lightning between them. For a moment, they even succeed. These red arms hold the white lightning, bright as the core of a star, between them and dimming the brilliant light within.

It is a heroic attempt, but in the end, the lightning explodes. Evaporating the arms enclosing it, and the resulting concentrated blast is hurled at Christoph.

A black orb forms in front of me, made from the bulk of my currently held mana. It starts absorbing ambient mana as well, as I shift it slightly to shape it into a thin barrier. Even from this distance, the shockwave of the explosion slams against me, though not as powerfully as I was expecting.

The white lightning attack is extremely concentrated, with not much force reaching beyond its intended point of impact.

As I hold Nyssa’s shoes, shirt, and socks against my chest, I dissolve my shield and draw in the black mana, shaping it back into an orb. It floats nearby, just over my shoulder, ready to be used.

Then I watch the situation while thinking about whether I should even try to join the fray.

The damaged figure over Christoph restores itself. The youthful looking, seventy five year old man doesn’t seem hurt at all. The Wraith, trapped, fused, or whatever it is with the figure, does not even seem to be making an attempt to jump into Christoph. Either it doesn’t want to, or it simply cannot.

Both Lyraen and Kaari appear all over the place, while Nyssa moves like a storm. I knew kinetic energy was one of her three, but this is the first time I’ve actually seen her use it. It’s nowhere near as elegant or masterful as Lioren’s, but it is a lot more powerful. Where Lioren felt like an FPV drone, Nyssa moves like a hypersonic rocket that can fly in one direction at great speed, while having to stop before moving in another.

Her output is insane. Her body shifts at incredible speed, using kinetic energy for movement alone. She doesn’t absorb it to stop her opponent’s movement or release it in bursts to attack. At the same time, I feel like she’s not even taking this seriously. She’s still not angry, not even now.

Lyraen disappears in a way not unlike Tacita. The mantle around Kaari grows, flowing into the air, as Kaari steps into it as if it were a portal, only to reappear farther away.

“Nyssa, let’s talk…” Kaari tries to speak again, but Nyssa’s already nearly there.

Once again, her mantle swirls just as a projectile turned black orb slams into the ground near her. It pulls on her mana and disrupts her attempt at escape.

Her eyes go wide with shock at the sight of the black mana projectile. She turns to me and lifts her bow. Even from this close, she manages to create a pink arrow that slams into Nyssa.

Nyssa deflects it to the side, where it violently tears the ground apart. Three implosions follow, one after another, with each being stronger and further reaching, and then there is quiet. No further explosions follow.

For some reason, that silence makes me more nervous. What the hell was that arrow?

Then the two women stand there, just a step apart.

“Of course, you even managed to deflect that arrow,” Kaari laughs nervously.

Nyssa doesn’t answer. She looks at her intently, which makes Kaari even more nervous. Nyssa reaches to the ground, grabs the projectile made of black mana, and throws it back to me, and I take it back under my control. Then she gestures for Kaari to lean over, since the human woman is quite a bit taller than the albino demon.

Kaari does exactly as told, and Nyssa smacks the top of her head hard enough to make a loud sound, and Kaari shrugs in pain.

“Dumb,” Nyssa says simply, then turns back to where Christoph and Lyraen are still fighting.

Christoph stands with his now red figure defending, while Lyraen keeps shooting white lightning as if from nowhere and everywhere at once. The field hides him so well that I can’t sense so much as a speck of his presence.

Each of these attacks is powerful, yet Christoph still manages to defend himself against them. He stands there, gradually beginning to predict where the attacks will come from and facing them head on. It begins to feel like he might be close to piercing through Lyraen’s field and finding him. That would make this situation truly interesting.

The entire time, I keep sneaking toward one place, just in case. If Christoph succeeds with handling the Wraith, and I think he will, then there could be a notification…

 



Congratulations on successfully completing your Beyond event! In one minute, you will be moved out of the Ancient Armory.

 



And one more pops up after:

 



This isn’t what I had in mind when I gave out the event, but it will work for now, as it is within the rules and protocols set for Beyond. Be more careful where you stick your noses next time - Ruler of Diligence.

 



The figure around Christoph, red though it is, remains entirely under his control. Even after the notification, the fun fight continues, but I stop paying attention to it.

A drop of blood from a cut I made on the tip of my finger falling toward the ground makes Nyssa turn to me, as if she can smell it.

Looking at her, I shrug and wave. Then my blood hits the teleportation array, and I disappear, reappearing elsewhere in the Armory.

The remaining minute starts ticking down as I send out my signal through the place, finding nothing, but even that simple scan triggers a dozen or so traps. Another droplet of blood starts to fall, and I help it do so with my own kinetic energy so it hits the array before the traps can obliterate me.

I disappear again, appearing in a room covered in the corpses of people who participated in the event. Most of them seem to have been choked out, maybe by some kind of poison, near the door they tried to break through.

Another droplet. Another place.

This time, I find myself looking at a wall covered in hundreds of mana stones and strange markings. The stones seem like mana batteries, but each one is only the size of my pinkie nail. Even so, they are extremely high quality. A dozen mana arms explode from me, scraping them from the wall and bringing them to me. I chuck a few dozen into my backpack while still holding Nyssa’s clothes in my other arm.

I teleport again, this time appearing in an explosion. A shockwave throws me out of the teleportation array and slams me against a wall with enough force to snap my spine, which forces me to activate several healing marks from Lily to repair the damage quickly.

Getting back up on my feet and back into the array as fast as I can, I watch Morwag nearby laughing loudly. He seems bigger than ever now, as he faces some kind of bug with massive wings, covered in tattoos made from molten metal that’s solidified into the scars on its chitin.

The demon laughs.

The bug facing him stands tall, letting out a series of strange, loud clicking noises and slamming its chitin legs against the ground while aggressively waving its wings in challenge.

Then they charge each other, screaming.

Another droplet of my blood takes me somewhere else. A mana projectile slams against my hastily formed barrier, once again pushing me out of the teleportation array. I take a step back toward it, but another projectile slams into me, and I am forced instead to reinforce the barrier.

More projectiles follow. Each one is faster and stronger than the last, now starting to crack the barrier. I keep strengthening it through [Manifestation] and begin weaving Ley Lines through it to make it more flexible and durable.

[Manifestation - lvl 16 > Manifestation - lvl 17]

But after removing the Wraith from my mind, I haven’t regenerated much mana yet. I barely manage to create a small black orb, which absorbs a dozen or so projectiles. Due to the limited mana used in its creation, it bursts open afterward, creating an explosion that pushes me further back. I curse under my breath.

It is as good a time as any to put my failsafe into action.

The second seal on my Ignition Heart lifts. Pure thermal energy floods into my body, and using [Accumulation], I gather it. It flows through pathways I modified with mini Sophie’s help and through my own effort as well. I attempt something I’ve been wanting to do ever since visiting the pyramid on the fifth floor and learning about Champion Laten and his [Thermal Convergence].

It’s stuck with me ever since. Yes, he could turn the heat of an active volcano into mana, but why shouldn’t I be able to turn the heat from his Ignition Heart into mana as well? [Redistribution] is a powerful enough skill to manage that.

While the projectiles continue to crash against my barrier, I take one last deep breath. I enter a deep [Focus] that speeds up my thought processing until it feels like the world around me is slowing to a crawl. Piece by piece, my preparations snap into place. The arrays stored in my mind activate. The part of me I’ve been keeping focused on theorycrafting and training now takes over. In the end, it can’t really be more difficult than imagining all the impossible shapes and all the exercises I’ve been doing.

I find it difficult to transform settled thermal energy, so I let it move once again through my body. I let it roar and burn, combusting and destroying, only to heal afterward. I know the flames this heart generates very well. I know their feel, their wavelength, the way they move. With them, I’m sure I can do it, especially here, inside my own body.

I don’t even gain any levels in [Redistribution], which confirms that the skill has long been capable of this. But something else levels up instead.

[Mana Manipulation - lvl 70 > Mana Manipulation - lvl 71]

[Eclipse - lvl 49 > Eclipse - lvl 50]

[Manifestation - lvl 17 > Manifestation - lvl 18]

All that energy, generated by my second heart, turns gradually into mana through my effort. It isn’t fast. It is painful. And I pick up on a number of improvements I could be making, but I do it anyway. Mana Wavelength Predation and Mana Wavelength Tyrant work in concert with [Eclipse] to take all that mana and force it under my control. The ease of which surprises even me.

Then I use it and push through the barrage of attacks, which now continue their bombardment from all sides, making it nearly impossible to see what’s happening outside.

The barrier around me expands in size several times, and I take a few steps forward and reach the array. Another droplet of blood falls, and everything disappears. I notice a piece of my shoulder is missing, sliced off because I didn’t manage to fit myself into the array properly, but it heals after a few powerful combustions.

My second heart continues with the second seal lifted, still generating a massive amount of thermal energy that I continue turning into mana. I close my eyes, and a deep smile climbs its way onto my face.

Then I reach toward the third seal. If I remove it fully, I will have a Champion grade thermal heart beating inside my chest. I lift the seal just a tiny bit, and I feel flames try to escape my body, trying to burn the outside world and tear me apart. It takes all my effort to suppress them, but I enjoy doing it. The amount of mana I’m holding continues to grow rapidly, and most of my mind focuses on containing the heat and processing it into mana.

Finally, I look around the room to see where I’ve ended up. It’s dark and important-looking. There are control panels and a pillar made of mana crystal that currently holds an incredible amount of energy. In the corner, there’s a small bed. Another corner has been turned into a workshop, with a small forge, an enchanting table, and piles of materials.

Another wall is entirely covered in items, most of them having the look of failed prototypes. A lot of which remind me of Calvorn.

Multiple mana arms reach out from me, taking a few of the more complete looking prototypes. Others smash the control panels and search for memory mana stones. Knowing I won’t be using the teleportation array anymore, so I stop caring about the size of the things I’m carrying and pile everything up around me, tying it all to myself with threads of mana.

The part of me that’s been counting down this entire time tells me how much time is left.

Just ten seconds. Strange how fast time passes when you’re having fun.

Holding the clothes Nyssa gave me, and the ones I promised to protect with my life, I stop in front of the most well defended object in this room, the pillar made of mana crystal. It serves as the source powering this room and likely most of the traps in the Ancient Armory.

I don’t care about that. What interests me is the single red mana stone hidden in the middle, behind the swirling energy and layers of defense. The mana there is so dense, I know that it will either irradiate me fast enough to kill me or damage the stone before I can reach it. But that’s not enough to stop me.

All the mana I currently hold floods out of my body as I force it into a single basketball-sized orb of dense, tricolored energy.

I push it further until it snaps and turns black. When that happens, a hum and loud thump spreads through the room. The orb shrinks in size, now entirely pitch black. As always, it tries to consume all the mana around it, even my own.

Instead of letting that happen, I aim it at the pillar and pierce it with [Empyrean Lance].

The incredible amount of mana starts to seep from the cracks, but as quickly as it escapes, it gets absorbed by the ever-hungry black orb.

It takes just a few seconds for everything to slip out of my control. The black orb becomes too powerful for me to manage. The mana arms, which have been gathering the items all around me until this point, begin to flicker and nearly vanish. I am forced to reduce them to a single arm, woven with Ley Lines, strong enough to endure the overwhelming pull of the black mana.

Three seconds remain.

I fight against the pull and watch intently as the black orb continues its struggle against the core of the Ancient Armory.

Two seconds.

Come on. You can do it, you hungry little thing you.

One second.

The mana inside the pillar flickers. My mana arm shoots forward with incredible speed, coils itself around the red mana stone, and pulls it back into my arms.

The sixty second countdown ends, and I wait for teleportation.

Nothing happens.

I blink a few times and stare at the black orb, which continues growing in size. Only a small trace of that massive mana from the pillar remains, and now even my own mana has begun to disappear.

Huh. I’m sure I haven’t been counting wrong.

“Ehm, Ruler of Diligence, mister, could you… you know, get my ass out of here quickly… of course, only if you aren’t too busy,” I call towards the ceiling.

The black orb now hums, just barely audible. I take a few steps back, pulling everything I’ve collected from this dark place with me. I press Nyssa’s clothes and the red mana stone tightly against my chest.

“Greed, stop messing with me!” I shout.

I can’t take my eyes off the black orb. I watch as it, out of nowhere, further shrinks in size. For some reason, that scares me more than if it had grown larger. As terrifying as it feels, it’s just as fascinating. I keep staring at it, taking mental notes for the future.

Finally, I feel a pull on my body and appear somewhere else. It’s not back at the headquarters of the Primordial Knights, and it isn’t that endless place with the night sky full of nebulae either.

Instead, I find myself in a comfortable looking room made of smooth white stone and filled with nice furniture. A floor to ceiling window opens up to a view of Megacity. All the items I had stored fall onto the stone floor in a long series of thuds and clangs.

To my right stands an old wooden table, and behind it is the Ruler of Greed, sitting there calmly, watching the pile of items spread around me. She is now in the form she first showed me when she was assigned to me as my Handler. Looking just a bit older than me, her hair black with a bit of red mixed in, and her eyes a deep shade of brown.

“Congratulations on destroying a good chunk of the Ancient Armory. And by a good chunk, I mean most of it.”

“Must have been a different Nathaniel.”

            


Chapter 707 - Can I ask you a question?


                “Are you really that worried about the Armory? Were you looking to grab some secrets for yourself?” I ask, dusting off my clothes while scanning the space around me. I try to memorize the view to figure out where exactly in the Megacity it is later.

“It’s not that I care. There are places like that all over Beyond, but at my current level, they have nothing to offer me,” she answers.

“So mighty. Even if they did belong to someone at the level of an Absolute?”

She smiles deviously, her real, yellow, patterned eyes flashing for a moment. “You still don’t realize the true scope of the difference between a Ruler and an Absolute.”

“Didn’t LissLiss take down a Ruler not long ago without even being in her prime?”

That makes her snort. “As if anyone like her could be considered a reasonable standard for that sort of measurement. Out of tens of thousands of Absolutes, there are only a few that could pose a real challenge to a Ruler.”

“Please tell me more.”

“No. Like I said, even though the Wraith, as you’ve taken to calling him, was a powerful Absolute long before I was born. There’s nothing for me to gain from looting his Armory. These sorts of places are best used by attendees to aid their progression.”

“Please tell me more.”

“No, but I’ll send you back to the Armory so you can learn more. Just give me a moment.”

“I suddenly changed my mind.”

“Are you sure? Where’s your pride?”

“I have a feeling we’ve already had this conversation.”

The Ruler of Greed leans back in her chair. “Diligence was pissed, he seriously wanted to leave you there, you know. There are so many attendees who could have used the space to explore, waiting, as you might say, in line. Your black mana destroyed the core of the Armory, and the explosion… even now, the resulting detonation is causing cave-ins all over the place, turning it into an excavation opportunity rather than a true expedition.”

“They could have joined the event. The cowards who decided to wait until after it was done to take things slow and safely don’t deserve anything better.”

“I know, right? This is where the two of us agree. But anyway, there isn’t as much as they could have gained. You yourself probably took the best there was to find.”

“Before you say anything, I’m not giving them up or selling them to you.”

“I don’t want them. They’re all yours.”

“Good.”

“Under one condition.”

I narrow my eyes and protectively step in front of my beautiful hoard. “What?”

“You’re accompanying me to a party in three days. Only after that will you receive the items.”

Before I can say anything, she waves her hand, and I feel myself vanish. With just a small pile of undamaged clothes I have guarded with my life, and everything else left behind. I appear back inside the lounge of the Primordial Knights headquarters on the 4th floor. Weslin is sitting in an armchair next to me.

When he sees me, he slides across the back of his armchair with a long sigh. “You crazy asshole, I thought you were dead when you didn’t show up.”

“I was kidnapped. You should know a thing or two about that, you’d probably get along with my abductor. And what do you mean by crazy? You probably meant someone else.”

“No, you crazy bastard, I meant you.”

“Are you sure?”

“I am. Why the fuck are you covered in so many wounds, and why the hell are you burning the chair you’re sitting on?”

“I’m still healing.”

“Oh, yeah, that extremely normal way of healing by burning yourself.”

“Yes, it’s normal. Phoenix rising from the ashes, you know, that kind of thing. I just need a bit more to heal some internal damage, so it’s also slipping out of my control just a bit and spills over. If anyone asks, that chair was already burned. I’m not paying for it.”

“Sure. What happened?”

“I met Kaari.”

“She was there? That’s not so bad, she’s quite reasonable from what I’ve heard.”

“Lyraen was there too.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah, oh. What the hell is that white lightning of his? It’s scary.”

“Something he managed to access through his wyvern bloodline.”

“Not a dragon? I heard vyssari might still have remains of dragon blood.” I say.

“Even a wyvern can scare the shit out of most Absolutes. If it were pure dragon blood, Lyraen would be a future Ruler, nearly confirmed. What did he do?”

“He just floated there menacingly.”

“As if. I only met him once, and that guy never stops working. Even when it seems like he’s just talking, he keeps creating his circles, fields, and arrays.”

“Would your void work against his lightning?”

“Huh,” Weslin mutters as the armchair under me finally cracks from the golden flames and collapses, dumping me onto the ground.

He doesn’t let it slow him down at all. “In theory, it could, but even then, it would need to be much stronger than his lightning. And as much as I like to think I’m incredibly cool and strong…”

He looks at me. Knowing what he wants, from where I’m sitting on the broken, burning remains of the chair, I nod quickly a few times in agreement.

“…I don’t think I’d stand much chance against him,” he adds.

“Not with that attitude.”

“Fuck you.”

“What happened, and how did Christoph manage to reach me?”

“Well, Brich revived again and teleported away, probably naked since all his clothes, armor, and items were left behind. Even though he tried to hide it, I think Christoph was seriously pissed off. He… we couldn’t hold him back. Not even your sister. Did I already tell you that she’s very scary? Did Christoph find you, Kaari, and Lyraen?”

“Yes. Nyssa was there too. Did he hurt Victoria?” I ask, my tone going serious.

“She probably hurts herself more than anyone else ever could. She was fine, but he trapped us in the chamber. Morwag was there too?”

“Hell nah, thankfully,” I quickly answer. “Even without him, it turned into a shitshow. Nyssa started playing with Kaari, Lyraen bombarded Christoph, who absorbed the presence, and all that crap. Oh, and the others called whatever was piloting Brich, the Wraith.”

“That weird guy absorbed it?”

“Or something like that. I don’t know what the hell he did.”

“And survived more than one attack from Lyraen?”

“Probably? I left them behind at the last minute, so some of them could be dead. I jumped through the arrays and grabbed myself some loot, only for it to be stolen and used to blackmail me. Weslin, I don’t like being blackmailed or having my stuff stolen from me. I worked hard to save these items. And why the hell do I have to guard Nyssa’s socks with my life?”

Weslin looks down at me, blinking, while I sit on the pile of broken, burning chair pieces and throw a tantrum. For some reason, he shakes his head and mutters something that sounds a lot like, “And this fucker might be S rank one day,” though I probably misheard.

“Nyssa is… well, you’ll learn. For now, just give her back her clothes, we’ll talk later.” With those words, he shoos me off, and without arguing, I head toward the garden where I first met Nyssa.

Along the way, I find Morwag sprawled out in the middle of the hallway in a small pool of his own blood with a huge grin plastered on his face. Multiple guild members walk past, most of them ignoring him as if this were something entirely normal.

I try to do the same, but as I pass near him, his hand blurs, snapping up like a snake, and he grabs my leg, forcing me to come to stop. Looking down, I see his huge smile spread across his face.

“Newbie, take me back to the Ancient Armory. I shall fight, and I shall make that place my burial ground if need be.”

“You fought against an overgrown, flying, cockroach looking bug, aren’t you ashamed of yourself for wanting to die against that? Now let go of my leg.”

“The form of my foe does not matter! I shall find him again, and we will face each other in glorious battle!”

“Good fucking luck, most of the Armory should be buried underground by now,” I say, kicking at his side with the tip of my shoe aimed at his ribs. “Let go,” I repeat.

He doesn’t seem to notice the attack at all. Instead, his face twists in anger. “Buried! Taken from me!?”

“Yeah.”

“Who did this!?”

“How the hell would I know? Probably the Ruler of Diligence. I heard he’s the type of asshole who would bury the place and leave people to die there while snapping his fucking MANDIBLES FROM GOD KNOWS WHERE, LIKE THE ASSHOLE HE IS,” I yell, my voice aimed straight at the ceiling.

Then I kick Morwag even harder, and this time he finally lets go, lying back down behind me, demoralized, as I walk away toward the garden.

Once again, I notice there are no guards anywhere, and right after, I realize just how dumb that thought is. As if she ever needed one. Nyssa is sitting on the bench near the citrus-scented broken tree, and when I walk in, she greets me with a small wave.

I’m getting used to the pressure that radiates from her. This time, I make sure to calm my heart and even dismiss the lance I reflexively formed over my shoulder.

“Here,” I say, dropping her clothes and shoes on the bench next to her. She checks them over before giving me a single nod.

“Thank you, you did well,” she says, then looks at me. “Can I ask you a question?”

“Sure.”

“My senses aren’t all that sharp, but I couldn’t help noticing similarities in the way you use kinetic energy compared to the Lurker people call Whitey. Have you been studying him?”

“His name was Lioren.” I answer, ”To simplify it, I ended up with his memories from before he died, and he taught me a lot.”

A smile spreads across her face. “It still fascinates me how many strange things can happen because of the system. Thank you for your answer. I’ll make sure to remember his name. I met Lioren’s Lurker only once, but I still remember the grace of his movements.”

“I have a question for you, too. If you think it’s too rude, you don’t have to answer.”

“Please ask.”

“Why do I feel so threatened around you? You’re just sitting there, and I don’t think you’re about to attack me, yet it feels like you’re pointing a weapon at me. Not to be rude, but I’ve met people stronger than you, and they didn’t feel this way.” I ask directly.

“As if I were pointing a weapon at you,” Nyssa says with a soft smile. She rises and tries to put on her socks while balancing on one leg. She fumbles, wobbling a few times and nearly losing her balance, before finally tugging them on, and then slips into her shoes.

Nyssa starts pulling her shirt back over the tank top and buttoning it up. “You have very good senses, Nathaniel. In a way, the threat you’ve been feeling is my fault, because I haven’t mastered my skill and all the ways it changes me. But I like you, so I’ll tell you.”

Taking a few steps closer, she steps an arm’s reach away. “If you tell anyone, I’ll kill you and everyone you hold dear.” Nyssa tilts her head with a question, looking up at me with her pale red eyes with white mixed in.

I confirm with a simple nod.

“The skill I mentioned is called [Weapon]. Everything I hold can become my weapon, and by extension, even my body may as well be one. I have to be really careful not to hurt people without meaning to, and this might be the reason you feel as if a weapon is aimed at you.”

“Thank you for telling me. Do you want me to tell you my skills?” I ask.

Nyssa shakes her head and smiles. “Don’t. It wouldn’t be fair. You wouldn’t be able to kill me if I were to betray your trust.”

            


Chapter 708 - Ninety Nine


                Nyssa is strong, and the Primordial Knights are a bunch of lunatics held together by some old rules and the faint logic of whatever faintly reasonable demon founded the guild long ago. Not to mention the efforts of one extremely overworked old demon I’ve only ever heard about, a Beyond local who does more than anyone else to handle the problems caused by the guild’s members. He apparently manages to do this through his strong connections and the odd application of bribes and threats.

From what I’ve heard, he’s currently one of the richest people on the 4th floor, even more so than most of the Handlers. Always grumbling and talking about finally retiring, but the Primordial Lunatics just keep offering him more and more, knowing the guild would collapse without him.

I think the guy deserves all the shards he’s making.

It’s been two days since we returned to the Ancient Armory, the one buried somewhere below the 4th floor by the evil Ruler of Diligence in a devious attempt to stop us from saving the items trapped inside. Or buried above us. Who even knows? The armory could just as easily be on some floating mountain strapped to the back of a flying turtle orbiting the planes of the fourth floor.

Morwag and I will never forgive the Ruler of Diligence, that much is certain. I bring it up whenever the subject comes up, and Morwag is around.

Unfortunately, the guilds and their informants have confirmed that although entries into the armory are open, the innermost tunnels remain buried. Sure, with enough skill and the right tools, you might be able to get through, but it makes things so much harder to map, not to mention locating traps, and doing all the other stuff I can’t be bothered to think about.

For some reason, I leveled up once when the armory fell to the Ruler of Diligence. My level is now 348, and my mana is 1750 + 1750. How curious. This has to be another plot of the evil Ruler of Diligence, twisting the system to gift me levels so that I die in the upcoming body upgrade, before I can complete my preparations.

Thanks to my communication skills, I also managed to get some information from Nyssa about what happened when I left to try and save items from the Ancient Armory. Simply put, Nyssa berated Kaari while Lyraen seemed to be having fun shooting lightning at Christoph.

It makes me wonder why Nyssa shows such a lack of reaction toward the first person to start in Beyond in millennia. She just doesn’t seem to care about that sort of thing at all. And she doesn’t seem to care about her ranking either. Nyssa just has a set of goals she intends to reach, no matter who she faces, even if they happen to be far stronger than her.

I asked her opinion of Christoph, and she only said she didn’t like him. It felt like she just decided right then, like a stray cat that takes one look at you and doesn’t like you no matter what, you try feeding it, you try everything, putting down food, even giving up your own dinner just hoping it’ll warm up to you, and instead it scratches, hisses, bites like you’re the worst thing it’s ever seen, and you keep trying anyway because you think maybe tomorrow it’ll be different, maybe it’ll understand you’re not all that bad, but then out of nowhere some random boy wanders up, doesn’t even try, just kneels down once and the cat’s rubbing its head against him, curling on his lap, purring like they’ve known each other forever, and you’re standing there watching, and that’s the moment you give up and decide you’re a dog person.

That kind of decision.

I think of these memories to distract myself from the sight of my Handler standing at the main gate of the Primordial Knights headquarters. She’s wearing a suit similar in style to the one I saw Lissandra wearing back on the second floor, formal, slightly medieval in look. While Lissandra’s suit was tailored in a style that would’ve been fit for any man, my Handler’s version emphasizes her curves.

“There’s still a full day until you’re due to return my items,” I tell her. “And aren’t you supposed to be busy or something? An important person overloaded with work? Why do you have so much free-”

“Yes, yes,” she waves her hand. “We need to get you proper clothes, and we still need you to use your high end residence permit, and you’ll be taking me out to a dinner you’ll be paying for. In exchange, I’ll give you some good information and a cool Beyond quest to go on later.”

“No, I won’t be so easily manipulated. I’m a changed man.”

“So you don’t want a Beyond quest that’ll take you to your disciple’s planet?”

I don’t skip a beat. Taking a few swift steps closer and offering her my arm, she loops hers through, as I say, “Let us enjoy a nice day together.”

“You cheap, cheap little thing.”

“Calm down, moneybags. Not everyone gets this kind of chance to scam talented Beyond attendees. And given that you’re a few thousand years old, your investments must be thriving. Tell me, did you buy a house a millennium ago, just to rent it out? How much would you have made by now? Are you compounding the interest? It must have been snowballing so long it’s built its own mountain by now.”

“That’s true, I’m very rich. It comes with the subclass,” she smiles brightly, leaning against me as we walk through the street. She theatrically flicks a strand of hair from her face. “There’s never been a Greed as powerful as mine, if I have to let you know.”

“Amazing. So cool. So does that make you the second strongest Ruler?” I ask.

“Already gathering information? How greedy. But I can’t really be angry at that, can I?” She snickers and thinks for a moment. “I’d place myself third or fourth in combat capability.”

“So Pride is the strongest,” I look at her, seeing her nod. “Then who? Kindness? Wrath?”

“Neither, but I won’t tell you who’s second. He’s currently sleeping, but with everything that’s happening, he might soon awaken from his winter slumber.” She shows her teeth with a wide smile.

Oh my. Don’t tell me…

Before I can finish my thought, she continues, “Kindness isn’t all that strong when it comes to attack power, but she is very, very hard to kill. According to most, impossible even.”

That playful flicker appears on her face. “Transfer me a thousand shards, and I’ll tell you something fun.”

I do so right away. She accepts the shards before speaking. “I’m telling you this because she also puts a tiny bit of her hopes on you, small as it may be, and she probably won’t mind. The Ruler of Kindness has held her title longer than any Ruler living, that poor thing. I think you’ve started noticing it as well, but powerful active skills have already made changes to your body, and that is what happened to her, though to a much greater extent. She is the most incredible healer ever born in the system, brought back to life by her own skill, even after she slept for so long and destroyed her own planet. That skill kept growing and evolving, and now it’s one of the strongest known active skills in the system.”

She cuts herself off, and I look at her, knowing she has me exactly where she wanted.

“How much?” I ask, ready for a ridiculous sum.

“One hundred…” she pauses, looking at me, and adds with a smile, “shards.”

I transfer them right away. She checks the sum as if we’ve been dealing in millions before she nods and leans in, whispering into my ear.

“It’s a level 99 active skill called [Immortality].”

“You’re bullshitting.”

“Not this time,” she answers quickly, pulling me toward a bench nearby and making us sit under a tree offering nice shade.

“How would that even work?” I ask. “At level 99, she’s even more immortal than she was at level 98? That just wrecks the meaning of the word.”

Waiting patiently, she lets me finish before answering, “Some of the more powerful skills are weird like that, breaking the logic the system runs on. If you’d paid more attention in the Academy, you would know at least a tiny bit more about it.”

I wave it off. “So how does it work?”

“[Immortality], being in the highest possible tier of skills, is quite special. In this case, it means that no skill at level 98 or below can kill her. You’d need a skill at level 99 to match her [Immortality], and even then you’d only maybe have a chance.”

“Do you have a level 99 skill?”

“Not telling.” She shakes her head. “But I can say they’re much rarer than you think. Most of the Rulers don’t have any level 99 skills. But considering how ancient Kindness is and the talents she has, it is only natural that she’d have at least one.”

“How would an Empyrean skill work against it?” I ask.

“That,” she says, “is a good catch from you. Yes, Empyrean skills and things like your black mana, things that are either very ancient or bend the rules of the system, could have a chance. An Empyrean skill might be able to hurt or even kill her, even if it did happen to be lower than level 99. But… it’s not that simple. Otherwise, Pride would’ve done it already.”

“So he has an Empyrean skill?”

“Yes, a powerful one.” Out of nowhere, she pauses, seeming to listen to someone. Her brow furrows before she stands up and gestures for me to follow.

She doesn’t mention what’s happening, and I don’t ask as she continues talking. “You have a good face. It’s a shame you don’t smile more often. You also have a nice body, and yet you tend to wear clothes that don’t show your figure even a little.”

“Sweatpants, pajamas, and comfy shirts or hoodies are some of the finest inventions humanity has ever…”

“Oh, just shut up,” she sighs. “The dinner we’re going to is the sort of event where you can meet plenty of Handlers, and I’m sure a few Rulers will be there too, the ones acting as Handlers with their identities hidden. Kindness might appear, Wrath probably, but damn if I’m not hoping that Humility won’t come. I don’t want to be berated. Are you wondering why I’m telling you so much?”

“Honestly? Yes. But I didn’t want to ask in case you stopped.”

“How sneaky of you. What if it caused problems for me, and you couldn’t help?”

“You’re a big girl. I’m sure you’d survive. What’s this party about?”

“Don’t think of it as anything serious. It’s just the sort of party Thane likes to throw every once in a while. Most Handlers show up to show off their favorite attendees, so expect nearly all the S ranks.”

“Don’t you have another attendee to parade around instead of me?”

“But I want to take you.”

“Evil.”

“There is something I’ve been wanting to ask. I’ve been watching you, Nathaniel, and I’ve heard about your experiments with your mind. By the way, you know you aren’t ‘splitting’ your mind or creating new ones. It’s all you. Your thinking is…”

“Yes, yes, but it makes it easier to think of it that way instead of some mana sciency bullshit talk.”

“Sure. So, you had one you call Assholethaniel. Are you sure “it” isn’t talking to me right now?”

I pause for a short moment, then shake my head. “No.”

She narrows her eyes.

“Not currently, but it was before?” she asks, further narrowing her eyes.

“What are you talking about? You think I’d do something that shady? Me? Really? Come on, just trust me a little. I’m trustworthy, I’m very trustworthy. Ask anyone. Anyway, hey, quick change of subject, didn’t you say you’d buy me clothes? Clothes are nice. Way less stressful than all these questions.”

She tilts her head, eyes narrowing just a fraction, then lets out a short laugh through her nose. “Mmhm,” she says, clearly unconvinced but not pushing the matter. Turning left onto a wider street lined with shops, she nods. “Yes, we need to get you clothes. And if I remember correctly, I said you’re paying.”

We stop in front of one with a painted suit and dress hanging in the middle of a floor-to-ceiling window, partially covered in some sort of clear coat. “After you,” she gestures.

 







 

As we’re leaving the tailor, I start to wonder how my HP and MP would look if such a thing truly existed. Of course, I’d keep my Mana Points as high as possible, but health? Would it drop after leaving places like the one run by that tailor? Because I feel more tired and damaged than I ever have, fighting monsters. My purse feels it too. Getting the suit made by tomorrow costs a nice extra sum as well.

It’s not like it’ll hurt me that much with my millions of shards, but seriously, what’s wrong with a hoodie and sweatpants? I could even pick from the more presentable ones. The kind of sweatpants that look almost like suit pants while still being super stretchy and comfortable. Maybe I could just draw a tie on the hoodie or something.

Not caring about my current state, my Handler happily gestures towards the inner city, “Now, let’s use your residence permit.”

            


Chapter 709 - High Grade residence


                We are joined by a thylarin woman in professional-looking clothes. The kind one might see on a Japanese businesswoman. She has four arms, yellow eyes, and yellow hair that is striking against her blue skin. As we walk through the streets, she just keeps chattering on in rushed tones while pointing at the houses.

“A High Grade residence permit is functionally the highest permit awarded. The only better options are the Ten Named Residences. But there are only two currently available, and I don’t think I’ll meet anyone in my life who’ll get the opportunity to take one of them.” She laughs shortly.

My Handler walks at my side with her hands behind her back, listening while looking around for herself.

“You said you would prefer an entire house over a rooftop apartment?” the thylarin turns to me.

“Something without people around. In the best case, a building further away in the event of explosions,” I answer.

“I understand. So you enjoy experimenting and creating items. If you weren’t aware, or if your Handler hasn’t mentioned it, there are designated workshops available for rent, as well as facilities equipped with safety measures for situations that may carry the risk of causing explosions,” she says.

“Oh, I was talking about my body exploding.”

“…excuse me?”

“You heard what I said.”

My Handler steps in with a smile and puts her hand on the thylarin’s shoulder. “Please ignore my attendee, he likes to joke around.” She lowers her voice closer to the other woman. “I may have heard about a few High Grade residences that were available on Aurelite Heights.”

That makes the woman’s heart skip a beat, and I notice a hint of nervousness in her movement. Only thanks to my senses, because outwardly there’s not a single sign of it.

“I was not aware that such information was so freely available,” the thylarin says. She’s not even trying to lie. I suppose Handlers are the sort of people you should take seriously.

“I have my sources,” my Handler smiles. “His residence permit should be enough for a property just out of the way, with a decent view, an Adaptive Training Hall, Shielded or blast-resistant rooms, A Regeneration Zone, and Variable Gravity Chambers.”

The thylarin gulps. “Lady Handler, do you mean that residence by any chance? There’s only one that fits your requirements exactly,” She asks in a tone that implies this is the sort of thing my Handler shouldn’t have known at all.

It makes my Handler only smile at her without answering.

The thylarin tries to fight back, “I am worried that a certain Ruler showed interest in reserving that residence for their own attendee if they should ever reach the fourth floor. I hope you understand well enough to drop…”

Greed waves her hand, interrupting her. “Don’t try to bullshit me. We are here now, and there is no such thing as a residence reservation, no matter how much some people might wish there were.”

The blue woman turns to look at me with desperation in her eyes, as if I might step in to help, and I just shrug. “My Handler’s a greedy person, isn’t she?”

She doesn’t really pick up on it, but Greed pokes my side. I do not see the movement, but I feel it in my ribs, and the pain tells me enough.

So petty.

Trying again, the woman opens her mouth. “I am sure you’re aware…” She stops mid-sentence when she sees my Handler’s expression, then sighs. “Fine. I can see you’re determined, and I warned you, so it’s going to be up to you to deal with the consequences. With a high-end residence permit, that place can be allocated to your attendee for the rest of his tutorial.”

She starts walking, and we follow behind her.

“Is it some fancy place?” I ask.

My Handler nods and answers in a quieter voice, talking just between the two of us, “Yes. It belonged to an S-rank who ended his tutorial two months ago. Since then, some of the other Handlers have been trying to hide it and save it for their own attendees. It’s probably one of the best residences in the city, outside of the Named Ten.”

“What are you playing at with this?” I lower my voice and squint at her.

“Can’t a girl be just a little greedy, get a distraction from all these big events, and have some fun playing at lower stakes?”

“You know what would make it even lower stakes?”

“I am not giving you shards, fragments, pristine passives, or any other sort of bullshit you might try to ask for.”

I shrug, knowing it wouldn’t have worked anyway. “Now, on to the important stuff. The quest on my minion’s planet?”

We stop as the thylarin stops too, opening her mouth to ask something. But catching my Handler’s gesture to keep moving, she closes it and continues to walk.

Greed once again latches onto my arm. “It’s a simple quest. You and another attendee are set to go there as bodyguards for a third. It’s all set to take place in an area where your cute disciple is wreaking havoc.”

“Wreaking havoc? Must be someone else’s minion.”

“She’s gathering a… a gang she’s taken to calling her minions and going on adventures with them while spreading gospel about her all-powerful master.”

“I… I see. It could still be someone else.”

“She is also searching for a way to stop herself from growing up.”

“Because she wants me to continue carrying her so she can listen to my heart?”

“Because she wants you to keep carrying her so she can listen to your heartbeat and keep hugging you. Get a grip and start noticing social cues.”

I let out a groan. This is going to earn my minion at least a thousand horn pokes. Why is she like Biscuit at times? And what the hell is she doing, gathering a gang of delinquents? I’ll have to look into that. And the hugs as well.

When we finally come to a stop a few minutes later, we find ourselves in front of a copper-colored gate with a panel next to it. The thylarin touches it, and it lights up, along with the identification emblem on the back of her hand, unlike any I’ve seen thus far. She gestures at me, and I activate mine too, depicting a silver letter A. When I touch the panel, a notification appears.

 



Would you like to claim the High Grade residence using your available residence token?

This residence will remain accessible to you until the conclusion of your tutorial, allowing you to appear inside it rather than in another location on the 4th floor.

Please note that neither the residence nor the city are designated as a safe zone.

 



I confirm, and the token disappears from my status. I know it’s possible to set my “save point” at the guild headquarters, but appearing in my residence instead will work better. I just need to check the facilities to see if they’re any better than the guild’s.

Left alone, we head inside, opening the copper gate to pass through a smaller garden and enter the two-story house. The plot isn’t all that wide, but I have neighbors on two sides. One across, another on the right. To the left of the house is a huge rock that the house is pressed against, and on the opposite side of that rock, more residences appear.

“The adaptive training hall is in the basement and takes up the whole space. To a lesser extent, you can challenge stored Avatars there. You likely have experience with that from your guild.”

I nod. “I never found them too useful.”

“Because the Avatar cannot kill you?”

“That, and that they just can’t compare to Avatars from the tutorial events.”

“Of course, they can’t. Adaptive training halls are an attempt to copy the system, and they’re still a far cry from reaching that level even after all these years. Though the Corporation does have some really good ones. They’ve invested a shitload of resources after all.”

“Tell me about the Corporation.”

“No.”

“One hundred shards.”

“Two hundred.”

“I will give you three hundred,” I say graciously.

It makes her snicker, but she accepts anyway. “Aren’t you just too nice today?”

“I have decided to put all my prejudices to the side for today. You promised me a quest where I might be able to check on Vega, and I am not such an ass that I don’t appreciate that.”

“How little is enough,” she says in a somewhat soft tone.

“It is not a little to me. Now give me the information I just overpaid for.”

She laughs. “The Aurate Consortium is their actual name, but everyone calls them the Corporation. They’re one of the biggest, most influential, and richest groups out there. They don’t fuck with us Rulers, but there are a few among us who owe them a thing or two, and those bastards tend to hold on to those favors, some for thousands of years.”

“You as well?”

“Not at all. Actually, they don’t seem to like me all that much. Their High Director used to be the disciple of the previous Ruler of Greed and now happens to be one of my masters, amusingly enough.”

“Let me guess, the previous Ruler of Greed didn’t exactly die of natural causes.”

“I killed the fucker.”

“Thought so.”

“But that should be enough for now. Don’t worry, you’ll learn a lot about them in the future, outside the tutorial. But just to tease you, I can tell you one more thing.”

She lowers her voice to a whisper, and from where she stands a few steps away, she says, “They have a place called The Black Hole Forge.” As she speaks, her face changes. Her hair turns red, and her eyes turn yellow, becoming laced over with patterns. Her original look, a slightly older version of the Ruby I met on the second floor.

Taking a breath to stop myself, I say, “I could probably say something very rude, and I’m sure you deserve it, because it makes me very angry and annoyed that you give me such a damn fucking cool name for the place and nothing else. BUT. I will be nice today.”

“Good,” she starts walking again and gestures to a metal wall on our right. “If you touch this wall, you will get a menu that’ll let you open the entrance to the blast-resistant room. It is not all that big, but it is quite durable, even with your tendency to blow up everything in the area. Just don’t repeat your last spectacle in there, or anything close to it for that matter.”

Passing by it, I follow her over to two huge ceiling-to-floor windows that cover the entire side. One of them slides to the right, opening the way to a terrace with a couch for seating, a fireplace, and a few small trees placed there for shade without taking up too much space. The view opens to reveal the megacity below and the canyon with its huge walls in the distance. I think the view from Greed’s residence is better, but I hold myself back and don’t complain.

Moving a few steps over, I come to a stop at her side, resting against the railing and looking down on the busy city.

“The regeneration zone is on the upper floor. It connects to the city pathways and is maintained by Thane’s healers. Normally, one has to pay a monthly fee to install and keep it running, but High Grade residences don’t need to bother. As with most others, it is usually usable for only one hour per day to not overwhelm them. It is probably slower than your method of healing by burning yourself alive, but it avoids all that pain. And these healers even made a few clever modifications, so the process feels pleasant. It is like a sauna mixed with a bath.”

“No one has time for such slow healing.”

“Just relax once in a while,” she answers, looking down at the city. “Lastly, the Variable Gravity Chamber is the standard type you’d find in your guild. It should be placed off to the left, likely in the house extension carved into that stone.”

I watch her walk away from the railing and move toward the seating. She takes a small pouch from one of her pockets and pulls out a beautifully crafted crystal bottle filled with red liquid, two glasses, and a small box. She opens it, revealing some sort of snacks.

At any other moment, I would ask for a spatial cache for myself, but right now it just doesn’t fit.

Something in her expression stops me. Instead, both of us rest in silence for the rest of the night, sipping a drink that’s probably more expensive than the residence I just claimed and slowly eating cookies with dried pieces of a fruit that might not even exist anymore.

 







 

The next day, I stand in the bedroom upstairs in my residence as the night begins to fall. I wear a set of clothes that have been tailored to me. A well-fitting gray suit, a white shirt, and a pale blue tie. It’s different from the version I’m used to from Earth, and even now, I have yet to come up with a better description than that it feels medieval-ish.

My hair is freshly cut, shortened slightly, and styled by visiting the beyond version of a barber. Considering the prices, he could have been a thief. So, it wasn’t really all that different from Earth barbers.

Looking at myself in the mirror, I reread the notification I got not long ago when I finally turned thermal energy into mana.

 



Congratulations. You have been deemed capable of attaining the status of Absolute through your own efforts, and you have been offered a system quest.

If you choose to accept, no other party will be able to designate you as an Absolute Candidate from this point forward. 

This will not affect your eligibility to become an Absolute, even in the event that you fail the quest.

Upon acceptance, you will receive a personalized quest. Rewards will include the title of Absolute Candidate, granted directly by the system, as well as an additional reward to be determined by your progression and performance.

 



It is obvious what I chose.

My reflection in the mirror grows more serious. Golden circles appear in my irises, and mana floods the space above my head, forming a halo that starts shifting into the shape of a crown not unlike the one I’d been using before.

[Mana Manipulation - lvl 71 > Mana Manipulation - lvl 72]

The crown over my head slowly seeps black mana, turning a pitch black that contrasts strikingly with the golden light in my eyes.

[Manifestation - lvl 18 > Manifestation - lvl 19]

I’m walking in the right direction, but it is still not enough.

I know there’s more I can give.

            


Chapter 710 - The Party


                After waiting for a minute in front of the doors, two burly guards step aside, allowing me to enter the balcony, if it can even be called that. It is far too huge, placed in likely the highest point in the Megacity. The size is equivalent to the area of two football fields, reaching out far enough to offer a sweeping view of the city and the lands beyond.

Dozens of trees are growing from the marble floor, which is interwoven with crystalline windows, granting everyone a view of the city below. I know there are glass bridges on Earth, but I doubt they can compare. These crystal sections of the balcony make up about one third of the space and truly look as if there’s nothing at all to stop your fall. Only when disturbed do small ripples spread out like ripples on the surface of a pond, and when you stay long enough, they slowly fade away.

Stepping onto one of them, I look down at the city below and stomp a few times, ignoring the condescending looks from the people around me. Then, paying them no mind, I squat and slap the transparent crystal floor several times, creating an audible noise as my palm meets the transparent crystal.

I start looking around for a drink, curious what would happen if I poured water onto the floor. When I look up, I see my Handler nearby in her fake form, with black hair streaked with red and brown eyes.

She gives me an interesting look, but just in case, I still ask, “Do you by chance have a glass of water?”

Not even taking my question into account, she asks instead, “What is with that crown over your head? The guards didn’t want to let you in, you know that? I had to pull some strings. Your eyes, too, why are they active?”

Realizing I will not get to test the liquid’s effect on the crystal, I stand up and face her. “I’ve realized I don’t really need to hold back that much.”

People keep passing us, but knowing where to look, I can tell she has deployed a field that twists our words. It strips the original meaning and makes it sound like we are speaking about something else or about nothing at all.

So I talk without worry. “I saw the S-ranks, the strongest of the attendees here, and walked away with one clear thought.”

My Handler stays quiet, but I know what’s probably going through her head, so I continue. “You might think that I’m just being arrogant. Or that it’s my pride speaking, or that the people in Primordial Lunatics might be influencing me. You might even say I just can’t compare to people like Nyssa, and as annoying as it is, she thinks the same, and most of the others do too. I will not lie, it annoys me a bit, but I can hold myself back. I did that even during the event.”

I feel the corner of my lips twist into a smile. “But I saw them fight and came to a simple conclusion. I can fight them. Winning is another matter, but damn if I won’t make sure the cost of challenging me is too high for anyone to even consider it.”

As she opens her mouth, she is smiling back at me. “You might get angry at me for this, but there’s one person you remind me of more than anyone else.”

“I won’t get angry for that, but never forget that I am me. I follow no one’s path, I make my own. And in this entire universe, there’s only one person I have to beat.”

“And who might that be?”

“Me, obviously.” I smile this time, certain of every word. “Everyone else can be reached and beaten, which would leave me without a target or a goal, satisfied and stagnant. But I won’t let that happen. Every day, I’ll keep pushing to surpass the me of yesterday.”

She studies me for a moment before saying softly, “How pretty your pride is turning out to be.” With a wave of her hand, the field she created dissolves, and her tone shifts back to normal. “Do whatever you want. You never listen to me anyway.”

“Maybe I do listen to you, a little.”

“As if.” She steps closer, and I offer her my arm, noticing the pale red dress she’s wearing, her styled hair, and how different she seems with so many people around. “Have you noticed your guild master and her Handler yet?” she asks.

“I was busy.”

“Busy making a fool of yourself. Sure,” she moves to turn us toward the edge of the balcony where two figures are standing in the distance.

Through all the people walking around us, I recognize Nyssa. She’s sitting on the railing, her legs swinging, with her face turned toward the inside of the balcony and the groups of people.

She’s wearing a pale blue and white dress, in the same colors as our guild and the only colors I’ve ever seen her in. With her albino white eyebrows and pale eyes, and black flowing hair, she looks almost ethereal, like the sort of thing that shouldn’t exist in this world, ready to crumble under the slightest touch.

Next to her stands a woman. The most beautiful woman I have ever seen in my life, and I know for sure I will not ever see anyone more beautiful as long as I live. It is hard to say what makes her so perfect because I cannot find anything that isn’t. Is it her long golden hair? Her violet eyes? The way she carries herself and her movements that seem so full of life and elegance, while making you feel like you’re watching an old childhood friend.

I still recognize her, though the last time I saw her was beyond the barrier, lost in slumber. Everyone else in the room seems to know her identity as well, greeting her with the respect that rightfully belongs to one of the oldest beings in the system and one of the fourteen Rulers.

“She’s Nyssa’s Handler?” I ask Greed at my side.

“Yes. Kindness noticed Nyssa’s talent right away and took her in. I won’t tell you more, that’s for them to share, if they want to.”

“Got it.” I pause and look around the room as we start walking over to them.

I am currently getting a lot of attention too, most of them glance at the black crown I’ve kept floating over my head before looking at anything else. I feed it bits of my mana while stopping it from absorbing any of the other mana in the area. And some people actually seem to realize how difficult that is.

There are also, as expected, others doing something similar. People with crowns, mantles, and rings. While a number of people show off their items, traits, or powerful active skills.

Before I realize it, we have already walked through the groups of people and reached the balcony next to Nyssa and Kindness.

The beautiful Ruler smiles at me. “It’s so nice to see you here, Nathaniel, and doing so well. It is also exciting to see your mastery over your “black mana” growing.”

As she says it, two words in her sentence don’t come out with her voice, instead, I hear “black mana” being said in my own voice.

“I’ve been doing my best. There’s still more to come,” I answer.

“Oh?” She tilts her head playfully and smiles in a way that tightens my chest. “That is surprising. I expected you to react when I told you the true name of “black mana”” Once again, the words “black mana” are said in my voice.

Proudly, I straighten up and stick out my chest. “I came prepared.”

“You did?” She steps closer, curiosity in her eyes, and I finally notice the white dress she’s wearing. It moves with her, graceful and fluid, almost alive.

“Obviously. I figured before coming here that a few people would know one of the fake names of black mana. I call it fake because I’ve decided to call it black mana, after all, everyone else will soon as well.”

Nyssa, still swinging her legs, watches and listens curiously, while my Handler has that weird expression of disbelief or something similarly rude.

“So, there’s a part of me I call Redacthaniel, and it only does one thing. Every time it hears something that could be the ‘true’ name of black mana, that part of my mind censors it and replaces it with “black mana.””

“How amazing!” Kindness laughs.

“Are you being serious?” Greed mumbles from the side.

“Black mana, black mana, black mana, black mana.” The Ruler of Kindness continues to talk quickly, but all her words are replaced by my flat voice, overwriting the input as Redacthaniel goes into action.

“Didn’t hear a thing,” I say.

“This is the dumbest, weirdest, most pathetic, and petty thing I’ve witnessed in my entire fucking life. Kindness, let’s go do something else because damn, if I don’t need a drink. And let’s not forget, my identity is a secret,” Greed groans as she gestures at Kindness, who then pretends it was her idea and pulls Greed away.

Being left alone with Nyssa, I look at her and praise myself since everyone seems to be busy, and then I ask her, “Morwag didn’t come?”

“They said MorMor was no longer allowed after the last time,” she answers.

I ignore that strangely cute nickname entirely and ask, “Are you happy with your Handler?”

Her legs stop swinging, and she gives me all of her attention. “She is someone who gave purpose to my life, and I deeply love her for that. So I will do anything in my power to fulfill her wish.”

I give it a thought and try to estimate her chances and the sheer insanity of that goal. But seeing Nyssa’s eyes, maybe… maybe there is a chance that she could do it. Kindness surely seems to believe that.

“Good luck with that, I guess,” I say.

“Thank you, Nathaniel. You do not have to keep me company, I like to be alone. Go and meet the others.”

I open my mouth, ready to be insulted by being thrown into a bag with extroverts, but then I close it. I just caught sight of Victoria and Lyraen and a few other people I could be messing with, so I just wave at her and take my leave.

My Mana Wavelength Iris continues to pick up on shifts of mana in the area, though there are a few assholes trying to overwhelm my trait the way so many others have in the past. Either to test me, or just to be dicks. It doesn’t matter. My mind is much stronger now, and I endure that much easily.

Halfway to Victoria, I notice someone else to the side and change direction, heading toward a small table where a lumoran man is standing.

Brich laughs loudly at something another lumoran says as the other walks away, leaving Brich alone. Noticing me coming closer, the lumoran sword thief smiles and waves at me. On his back is Calvorn, but only the hilt is sticking out, the rest is hidden in a bulky metal sheath seemingly meant to seal the weapon away. It looks like a somewhat successful attempt to keep the weapon quiet, with no sign of life from it.

“You’re that guy who used an Empyrean projectile to pierce my head,” he says, taking a step closer and happily shaking my hand with excitement.

“I thought your backups were old enough that you wouldn’t remember.”

“Oh, that? We fixed that a long time ago! There is a main backup done once every hour, but every minute, there are multiple smaller ones. Not full, but they contain enough data for me to know what happened before the restart,” he answers cheerily and points at my crown. “Damn, I didn’t know there was an attendee with “black mana.”” Once again, those words come out in my flat voice.

“I bought it on the last page of the system shop. No one ever scrolls down there,” I answer.

That makes him bare his teeth in another big smile. “No ill will, man, yeah? You know, for all that stuff with the sword, it was nothing personal. And having seen your “black mana”, I would like to work with you sometime.”

“So Crimson Forge can try to take it apart, and my body as well?”

“If you want to. I know your Primordial Lunatics have the Doc, and his implants are fabulous. I myself have two of them, and he does work with us sometimes, but there’s much more than that we could be doing.”

I cannot even be surprised by the revelation about the Doc and just shake my head instead. “There could be some cooperation, but I am not that interested in all that mind-backup stuff.”

“Good! I knew I saw something in you! I’ll contact you soon. Damn, the old guys are really going to be excited. By the way, is Lyraen still glaring at my back?”

I move my head to the side and look behind Brich, seeing Lyraen floating beside one of the other tables, staring very intently in this direction.

“Yup.”

“Good. If we can see him, it means he’s not preparing some nasty attack!”
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Chapter 711 - No ill will


                “Who’s your Handler?” I ask Brich while waving at Victoria, who sees me and gestures that she will join us soon.

“No one who’s well known, just one of the newer Handlers I got assigned to.”

“Didn’t try to change your Handler?”

Brich shakes his head wide. “I won’t. She’s always been good to me and done her best. There were some more powerful ones who showed some interest later, and my guild even tried to get me to change, but that just isn’t happening. Do you think it’s stupid for me to want to keep her as my Handler?”

“Why would you care what I think? Just do what you want. As for me, I honestly think it is a little bit cool.”

“You! I declare you my new favorite A rank! And it isn’t only because of “black mana.”” My voice slides in, filtering out the two words, and I start to wonder if this might be the most genius thing I’ve ever done.

So far.

“So what’s your plan with the sword?” I ask.

“Reverse engineering. We have some information on Ego items, but none of us has ever seen one with our own eyes. So it’s just the usual stuff! Eldrin, Isolde, and Silverweave want to examine it, while I’ll be the one to carry it and continue our efforts to bond with it. It is surprisingly difficult, but it should be possible for Ego weapons, even though Calvorn is a rather powerful example of the category. Plus, its devouring abilities are interesting in their own way.”

“Powerful enough to sacrifice a low pristine item for?” I ask, going off the information I got from Weslin.

Brich nods excitedly and reaches over his shoulder to give the sealed sword a tap. “Even a few of them! I might even get them to offer you a low pristine item for a chance to study your “black mana” in detail. They’ll probably say no, pristine items are really, really hard to get, but I will try. If you were from a guild outside the top 10, they would’ve probably just asked me to kidnap you, but no one seems to want to mess with Primordial Knights at the moment!”

“Why the fuck does every guild in the top 5 seem to be so fond of kidnapping? And why not? Because of Nyssa?”

“Especially her! But Morwag can also be… unpredictable, and after talking to my guild, they seem to think there’s a high chance the Doc’s been working on you as well. Stealing his test subjects, generally speaking, is not a good idea. You could even say it’s a really shitty idea.”

“They’re really scared of that Catboy?

“Very much so! Maybe even more than Morwag. You should be worried, too. Eldrin and the others are attendees, but we’ve all heard enough from our local guild members to be careful around anything connected to the guy. I heard that a hundred years ago, he tampered with the climate control in the headquarters of a top 20 guild, locked them all in, and basically fried them all alive. All because they tried to steal his blueprints!”

Brich laughs at that and continues to blabber, “Then, about two hundred years ago, he was suspected of killing an S-rank with a rare metal that turned out to be toxic. They think Doc sold the stuff to the crafters’ guild through one of his contacts, and the guild used it to make an item for said S rank. The metal slowly corroded and released trace toxins into his bloodstream. The poor guy didn’t even make it to the end of his tutorial before it killed him. Apparently, because the S-rank joined the Primordial Knights just so he could get an implant from the Doc. And once he got it, he bailed without sharing any info about how the implant performed.”

This time, I decide to stay quiet and not tell him that, at least to me, that all seems somewhat reasonable.

That’s when Victoria joins us, carrying a small plate of snacks, which she offers to me. “You should eat some, Nathaniel, you must be hungry. Have you been drinking water too?” she asks instead of greeting.

“Thanks!” I grab a few snacks and nod. “Of course I drink water, you know my head hurts when I don’t get enough liquids.”

“Good.” She nods seriously and turns to Brich. “Greetings. Allow me to extend my greetings to the Crimson Forge as well and offer my assurance that I bear you no ill will for what happened during the event.”

Shaking her hand, Brich nods. “That’s good! There are too many people who take these things too seriously and just can’t let go of their ego. It’s silly, and it twists one’s thinking, after all, not everything can go your way.”

Victoria nods in agreement. “Such emotions only ruin opportunities and obstruct logical thinking. I overheard you telling my brother about the Doctor. Knowing him, he probably did not know about any of it.”

“Oh? So he’s one of those?” Brich flicks his eyes between my sister and me.

“Yes,” Victoria said with a nod. “Though he can be perceptive in certain situations, he can be completely blind to others. For example, his current reputation and the way that thing above his head exaggerates things.”

“I’m doing it on purpose, Vic,” I defend myself.

“This is the answer I expected from you, but what I said still stands, Nathaniel.”

“So tell me, are you aware of your reputation?” Brich asks joining the conversation. When Victoria looks his way, he smiles at her and then looks at me. “An Absolute candidate, all but confirmed to be a future S rank. Someone with a skill similar to that of The Last Elf, who is said to be hunted on sight, and also with a mind powerful enough to handle that skill. How rare. Now, Miss Victoria, wasn’t it just a month or two ago that an elite squad from Silent Veil tried to kidnap you for a client, and still ended up dead despite their preparations?”

Not skipping a beat, Victoria continues to look at him. “And wasn’t it just two months ago that Crimson Forge hired one of the well-known mercenary groups to kidnap and deliver a certain attendee?”

“Maybe. Why don’t we change the subject? Want to see something fun?” Even though he is smiling, I can see that gleam in his eyes. All of what he just asked was to test Victoria, just like he did with me.

“Did you come here to steal something valuable?” I ask him.

Brich shakes his head. “Not this time, but I agree that would be fun! If you look at that thylarin gentleman in black near the balcony, the one speaking to the thylarin woman, well, you would be looking at the Ruler of Wrath acting through one of his Vessels in Beyond. I think he has at least two more, a human and a lynthari.”

Both me and Victoria look that way, and as Brich said, a thylarin with six arms wearing entirely black clothes stands there calmly, speaking to a thylarin woman. There are likely some people who’d recognize him, but like Greed, he seems to be keeping his identity secret. Though I would say Greed hides it to a bigger extent than him, given that I have yet to meet anyone who knew it was her.

Looking at him with us, Brich keeps talking, “After I got back to my guild, I started digging for information on that Christoph guy and used the guild’s funds to do it. And if I’m right, the Ruler of Wrath is his Handler.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised,” I say while Victoria continues to examine the Vessel of the Ruler in the distance and glances at Brich as if to be sure he’s not lying.

“And you are telling us this because?” she asks.

Turning just a bit less cheery and more serious, Brich answers, “Take it as a show of goodwill and a warning. I don’t think either of you is dumb, but that man who started in Beyond is very dangerous, from what I have seen. More so than the usual S ranks. And with Wrath behind him, I don’t know, man, I would be very careful not to cross him.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Victoria says simply and looks at me.

I nod as an understanding flashes between us. “Not at all.”

Looking at us, Brich just shrugs. “That’s the spirit! I’ll be sure to use my guild’s finances to buy all the information I can get on your tutorial, because this is sure to be amusing.”

“Just give me the shards, and I’ll tell you,” I say.

Brich blinks, flashing a grin. “Hell yeah, I will.”

As if remembering it again, the lumoran reaches out with his hand and taps the surface of the crown floating over my head. I let him do it and observe curiously, while relaxing my hold on the crown.

The S rank and Absolute Candidate, as with every other S rank, tries to fight back and stop the crown from absorbing his mana while trying to observe the process. He does it in a way not unlike the method I used so long ago, by using his own mana to observe it, but it doesn’t work. Any mana used for observation gets absorbed and prevents any information from escaping.

His mana starts to get pulled as well. Even though the crown is not made from that much mana, and so the pull should not be that strong, it is made through a combination of my high-leveled and high-graded skills as well as my growing mastery over it.

So I watch it absorb his mana. At first slowly, but quickly hastening as his mana is added to the black crown, strengthening it and accelerating the rate of absorption, strengthening the crown even further in the process. Brich is stubborn and has that curiosity I always admire in people, so obviously, he continues to push, releasing more of his mana and pulling on some of the mana batteries hidden on his person. It is fun to watch, even without doing anything on my own.

When the crown strengthens to the point it starts pulling on the mana around us, I jerk my head slightly forward, feeling a gentle slap on the back of my head.

Victoria looks at me wordlessly, and I start to realize the attention we are getting. It is something she doesn’t usually mind that much, but at this point, it’s starting to become a disruption to the party.

Disappointed, I expend more effort and pull the crown back under my control, stopping it from reaching for the mana surrounding us or taking any more from Brich.

That lumoran looks at me with eyes wide open. “I don’t think I lack for talent when it comes to handling mana, but I have to praise your mastery in turn.” Reaching into his shirt, he then takes out an empty mana battery and hands it to me. “As a thank-you for letting me indulge my curiosity!”

I take it without hesitation, quickly checking its price in the system store. It shows at twenty thousand shards for me to sell, making it a low arcane.

“Do you want it?” I offer the stone to Victoria. I already have the mana batteries I saved from the Armory before the Ruler of Diligence buried it, and they should be better than this. Well, not like I won’t offer them to Vic as well.

She takes it from me, too. “Thanks. While I have no need for it, I can give it to Gloria, who will surely find some use for it.”

“By the way, Brich, Lyraen isn’t where he stood before,” I say to the lumoran.

That makes him turn around wildly, searching for the floating vyssari. Even though he surely doesn’t believe he would be attacked here, he seems nervous.

“Why did you bring Calvorn with you?” I ask, ignoring all that. “Wouldn’t it be safer in the guild?”

For a moment, the man straightens up and, surprisingly, winks. “It would be.”

After that, he waves us off and starts walking toward some other people.

“They are probably taking the opportunity to display their prize, Natty, or using him as bait.”

I nod. “There are at least three people constantly watching Brich, but instead of ill will, it seems like it is for his protection, or whatever they are planning after the party,” I say.

With disappointment, I watch Brich leave, envying his exciting and chaotic life.

            


Chapter 712 - Well-behaved


                In the following ten minutes, Victoria keeps berating me for my behavior, asking me that same question that always seems to work. But I can’t even be mad at her, after all, it always works, so I’d probably do it too in her place. It’s so simple too: Do you want people to look down on me for failing to raise you as a good sister should?

I don’t think she even really cares, or what other people might think in general, and it’s extremely childish in some ways that she would expect it to work. But from that moment, my behavior changes anyway as I decide to reach into my reservoir of social energy and endure all of this. Five minutes later, Victoria hugs me briefly, then leaves, heading toward the balcony where Nyssa still sits.

There’s probably some epic conversation just waiting to happen, and my curiosity itches under my skin as I watch my sister and the albino demon meet with a greeting, with the more sociable Victoria taking over the conversation and introducing herself.

For some reason, Nyssa seems surprised by Victoria’s reaction, and the pressure around her rises until I feel it even from here. It’s that sharp feeling of having a weapon aimed at you, as if the tip of a blade were resting against your eyeballs.

It doesn’t even make Victoria flinch, and Nyssa’s surprise deepens as she smiles and jumps down from the railing to greet her properly.

So cool.

But what isn’t cool is the presence I feel behind my back. I sense it because everyone here is using their senses, it’s just part of the game, and they don’t even seem to think it’s rude at all. Like it’s just ok to hide your abilities if you want to, while doing everything you can to look into everyone else’s. I probably don’t have to say it, but my trademarked black mana really fucks with the mana senses of anyone trying to catch a glimpse of me.

Anyway, the presence I feel is very familiar, but for a while, I refuse to believe it’s actually them. Only after turning around do I confirm it, and find myself forced to accept the reality in front of my eyes.

The most cowardly person to ever exist stands there, looking right at me. Savi, in his full, cowardly, beauty.

Like everyone else here, he’s dressed up. He is in a pure blue suit that contrasts with his black hair and green eyes. That annoying beauty mark near the corner of his eye is still there, the one that far too many of the women from Easy Difficulty were gushing over during the tournament. If I were him, I’d have it removed. What an ass.

The Sword of Aeons is nowhere to be seen, probably having been fully absorbed, and there’s a hint of kinetic energy in his movements. Though he doesn’t seem to be generating it, just absorbing and reusing it. I’d rate his usage worse than a noble lady’s pet, but it’s something at least.

And why the hell is he walking toward me? I want none of this.

He stops in front of me, nods his head in greeting, and, remembering Victoria’s words, I return his greeting.

“Let me guess, your sister didn’t tell you about me?” he asks afterward.

Jumping to the conclusion, I say calmly, like Dumbledore, the one from the movie, “If you tell me that you guys are dating or something, I’ll kill you right here where you stand.”

“What?”

“… What?”

“I clearly meant if she told you about me cooperating with her group.”

“That’s what I meant.”

“But you-”

“Don’t be so backward”, I say, interrupting him, “and don’t stick to things that happened so long ago. She didn’t mention you, but knowing her, this was her version of a joke at my expense, since she knows how much I like you. Isn’t that dumb, and yet weirdly cute at the same time? She’s so terrible at jokes.”

“Sure,” Savant says, shaking his head and changing the subject. “Have you met Christoph?”

“Yes.”

“And what do you think?”

“I’ll give it a bit longer before deciding. You?”

“I’m the same. I’ve only met him once, but even though there are things I don’t like about him, I think we need him, even if it means he’ll end up becoming our Absolute.”

“Already giving up on the title?” I poke.

“I’ve always been a realist, unlike you, and I think your sister would probably agree with me. If the enemy has Champions and an Absolute, I don’t see any other way to avoid losing during the Pairing except by using everything we have. Even then, it’ll be a huge mess. I’d also recommend you look into the way Pairings usually end up.”

“Not planning to escape Earth or join the enemy if you think it’s necessary?”

“It’s something I’ll take into consideration if I’m left with no other choice. I don’t know what exactly you think of me, but I’ll defend my home,” he says.

As always, used to having the last word, he turns to leave. I ask him curiously, “Not gonna ask me what I’ll do?”

He just turns around with a weird expression. “Isn’t that obvious?” he says, and without another word, he leaves.

What a pretentious guy. Even I don’t know what I’ll do.

Before I can decide where to hide for the best possible defense from the party’s inevitable wide area destruction, a young child approaches me.

The little guy is ridiculously cute. It is to the point that I probably look like some kind of creep staring at him. It’s my first time seeing a vyssari kid this young. He has those scaly legs, though he’s about half the size of a human child his age. He is maybe around four years old at most, and his eyes are huge. He’s wearing a tiny suit, and his hair is perfectly styled, too.

The little guy even stands straight like someone glued a stick to his back, and he likely already has more manners than I ever will.

Before he even says anything, I decide that if he asks me for a million shards, I’ll give them to him. No complaints at all. I’m also thinking of leaving the party to run back to the third floor, hoping Lily still has that smartphone she’s been carrying, so I can return and take a picture of him.

“Are you Sir Nathaniel Gwyn?” the little boy asks.

I don’t know if it’s his size or what sort of magic, but his voice is extremely cute as well.

“Yes, I am,” I answer softly, holding myself back from ruffling the hair on his tiny head.

“Your Handler sent me to ask you to join her.” He turns and points toward a balcony where Greed is standing next to Kindness and a few others. I spot Kaari and Hela among them.

Deciding that I’d let this little guy lead me straight into a deadly trap if he wanted to, I gesture for him to take the lead. “Sure, I’ll follow you.”

He nods self importantly and starts walking with his tiny steps. It forces me to slow down a lot to match him, but I don’t mind it at all.

Out of nowhere, a velnar attendee steps back while laughing and waving his arms, and bumps into the vyssari boy. With a short sound of surprise, the kid stumbles and falls to the floor, as the attendee turns, looks down, and laughs even harder.

“Damn, I can barely see you, little dwarf. I could’ve stepped on you without ever noticing-”

Before he finishes, a blast of kinetic energy from me slams into him, sending him sliding across the floor. Ripples spread through the transparent sections along the way before he crashes through a table and hits the wall behind it.

The two people he was talking to raise their mana, but color drains from the area before my disruption finishes the rest, canceling out whatever they were trying to cast. At which point they just stand there in shock.

Ignoring them, I help the little guy back to his feet. The tiny gentleman dusts off his clothes and puts on that brave face again.

“Excuse me for the trouble, Sir Nathaniel Gwyn,” he says.

“It’s okay. Do you want me to throw that velnar off the balcony?” I ask, watching said velnar crawl out from under the broken table.

Honestly, I expect the boy to refuse politely and ask me to stop, but the little guy nods solemnly. “Please do, sir.”

I blink in surprise, and he calmly looks right back at me.

Without hesitation, I take a step with Wraith Dance to reach the velnar. The attendee is already standing, his clothes covered in the remains of the snacks and drinks he just bulldozed through, shouting something rude. Before I can touch him, a barrier forms in front of me, shielding the velnar. It’s immediately obvious it wasn’t created by the attendee. Not even an S-rank could have done that. Clear as day, it’s the work of someone at least Champion rank, likely the guy’s Handler.

I track its origin and notice a velnar man standing nearby. “That should be enough,” he says.

Ignoring him, I turn to the asshole who bumped the kid and say, “As a fellow Champion candidate, I challenge you to a duel. If you win, I’ll transfer you a high grade residence. If I win, you’ll have to complain to at least two different locals or attendees every day, for the rest of your time in Beyond, about how the Ruler of Diligence destroyed the Ancient Armory.”

“What?” The big guy looks confused, then snorts and laughs. “Sounds fun! Fine! I accept your challenge!”

The barrier around him vanishes, snuffed out by someone far more powerful and greedier than the velnar Handler, and it’s replaced by a much stronger barrier surrounding the two of us. Once inside, I let my mana seep through the area and reach the velnar again.

His mana explodes outward, his body swelling in size as glowing blue markings spread across him.

A blast of kinetic energy slams him into the barrier. Color drains from the area, and his other skills fail to activate. He charges at me but freezes mid-step, stuck in an awkward pose, before another kinetic blast hurls him against the barrier again. He bounces off, falls, freezes again, and I throw him one more time.

I repeat the process a few more times until he stops moving, and only then does the color slowly return to the area.

 

Congratulations on winning your challenge.

 

A notification pops up in front of me, confirming the result. The whole thing barely took fifteen seconds.

The barrier around us fades, leaving the guy’s Handler standing there awkwardly, glancing toward Greed, who’s smiling at him, and waving in response.

Clapping my hands together, I take a breath and strengthen my body before grabbing the unconscious velnar by the leg.

I start dragging him across the floor, and when I reach the tiny vyssari boy, he joins me without hesitation. He grips a torn flap of the velnar’s suit and starts helping me drag him toward the edge of the balcony.

Dozens of people turn to watch. The crowd parts slowly, some stepping back, while others whisper or pretend not to see. The sound of their voices rises and falls behind us as we move, the scrape of fabric and boots filling the resulting silence.

By the time we reach our goal, Kindness appears beside us, breathtaking as she is, and helps us lift the guy and throw him over the railing.

The velnar falls over the edge like a sack of potatoes, vanishing into the glowing city below. A few people gasp, a few laugh, and one woman even claps. Though the noise dies down quickly, replaced by the distant echo of something heavy hitting the lower level, not even half as far down as I expected. So he likely landed on top of one of the towers.

Honestly, the guy probably won’t feel a thing. I’m sure even I could survive a much higher fall, and my Constitution is much lower than his.

I dust off my hands and glance over at Kindness. She looks completely unbothered, her expression calm and strangely satisfied. The little vyssari boy stands beside me, his posture perfect, as if this were the sort of thing that happens every day.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Heya, just for info - Audiobook 5 is out!

https://www.audible.com/pd/Hell-Difficulty-Tutorial-5-Audiobook/B0G2YBLY9W

I know some of you have been waiting for it, so I hope you will enjoy it!



                



Chapter 713 - Pathfinder Thane


                Kindness snickers the entire time as we leave the balcony, all while the tiny vyssari boy acts as if nothing happened. Once in a while, I glance at the Ruler, wondering if this could be her true body. I’m almost completely sure it’s just a vessel. She doesn’t seem like the type who’d be capable of holding back her power all that well, as shown by the way she destroyed the bodies of the natives she took over when she was talking to me before.

I don’t remember her true body from the third floor all that clearly, but I’d say this one’s a perfect copy. So maybe a custom grown vessel? A duplicate? An avatar? A robot? Watching her current behavior, I decide I’ll ask when the opportunity arises.

When I reach the group, no one berates me, which I expected. There’ve been a few similar clashes already, and it even seems like they’re being allowed to happen on purpose from time to time. Probably as a means for the Handlers to show off their attendees, or perhaps even so the Handlers can use their attendees to provoke fellow Handlers they don’t like. Handler this, Handler that.

Kaari greets me with a short nod, and Hela gives me a longer stare. Their Handlers are there too, two selari women who look like twins. Unlike the velnar Handler, these two feel like Absolutes.

I feel a tug on my clothes and look down at the little guy pointing at a glass of water on the table just out of his reach, so I grab it and hand it to him.

He takes it carefully in both of his small hands, the glass clearly being way too big for him, and drinks a few large gulps before handing it back to me. Then he bows to Kindness, gives a smaller bow to the two selari women and Greed in her secret identity, and slowly walks away.

I watch him for a moment, noticing Kaari doing the same.

When she realizes it, she lets out a short laugh. “It’s insane to imagine, but Lyraen probably looked like that as a child.”

“He probably already had that deep voice even back then,” Hela adds with a smirk, making her Handler laugh briefly.

The other of the selari says, “People have been betting on whether his voice is natural or fake. Surprisingly, it’s been confirmed that that really is the voice he was born with. The Information Guild was quick to buy that info from the others in his branch of the tutorial.”

Her twin nods. “Many of the vyssari Handlers I’ve met find him charming.” She lowers her voice to a whisper. “I heard some have even been sending him love letters and certain… invitations.”

“Doesn’t Lyraen already have like five wives from back on his planet?” Greed cuts in, though she doesn’t seem as interested in the topic as the two creepy selari aunties. The aunties who could likely kill everyone on Earth in a day or two while lazing around.

Both selari twins, along with Kaari and even Hela, turn toward Greed after that bombshell, while Kindness just sits down on a nearby bench, barely reacting.

“What? Are you serious?” one of the selari twins asks, in that tone that tells you she absolutely loves gossip. Is she really an Absolute? Maybe I was wrong.

“I heard it from another Handler. It might be fake information, though,” Greed replies.

By this point, I’m sure she knows the truth. She’s been watching and studying him, just as she does with anyone she thinks might be talented. As a Ruler, she can do that pretty easily. The twins, though, don’t seem to have any idea.

The women keep gossiping for a minute or two, trying to drag more details out of her. From their conversation and behavior, it seems like S-ranks are treated almost like little celebrities here, even by people of higher rank. Maybe because S-ranks are the kind of people that could eventually become one of them, possibly even managing to replace a Ruler. Or maybe just out of boredom.

I’d bet on boredom.

Sneaking away, I sit on the bench next to Kindness. Her cheerful expression from earlier is gone, replaced by a look of calm laced with that hint of faint sadness I always feel from her, no matter what body she’s using. She quietly sips her drink, listening to the others talk.

“This isn’t my real body,” she says before I can even ask, her tone perfectly steady as she says it.

“I’ve been caught,” I admit.

She nods. “People like you always ask that, and my answer never changes: this body is a Vessel, a gift from my friend Greed, grown from my own flesh. While it is comparatively weak, it does allow me to possess a familiar body and move among attendees without having to worry about killing them, even though the Vessel keeps breaking down and needs to be repaired after every use.”

“I see,” I say.

“Next, people like you ask, why can’t you repair it? Aren’t you a healer?”

That sad expression on her face deepens a bit, even as she forces a small, cutesy smile. “And I always answer: I lost the ability to heal anyone other than myself a long time ago. I can’t heal people, I can’t save people, I can only corrupt and cling to life, or whatever foul imitation of it this is.”

“And what do people like me usually say to that?” I ask.

“It varies, but they usually try not to show too much pity, correctly expecting me to dislike it. From you, I’d expect something like, ‘That sucks,’ or ‘I see.’ Honestly, I like those answers the most.”

“I see.”

She laughs softly, takes a sip, and lifts her glass toward me in a small, graceful gesture.

When our conversation quiets down, one of the selari Handlers waves at me to catch my attention. “We were talking, who do you think would win, Morwag or Brich, in a duel? Both fighting at full force, Brich with his items, minus that fancy new sword. The setting would be somewhere like one of the bunkers from the fifth floor of the tutorial, same structure, same ambient mana concentration, baseline density for mid-tier zones. No external flux, no artificial suppression, just their internal reserves and whatever they can pull from their surroundings. No external influence or natives present, and only five seconds of preparation before the duel starts. They’d both start off in the same room.”

I stare at her. Are these people seriously having a what-if conversation? And what was with all that extra detail? I forgot half of it before she even finished talking.

Still, the core of the question catches my interest, so I give it some thought before answering. “Wouldn’t Brich just bury Morwag down there? It probably wouldn’t kill that maniac, but Brich could try to tire him out and wait for him on the surface with a trap.”

The selari woman doesn’t seem to mind as Kaari answers instead. “People have already tried that against him, twice.”

“Make it three, we tried it too, not that long ago,” Hela adds from the side.

“Oh, on the third floor during the guild war?” one of the selari women asks Hela, probably Kaari’s Handler, since Hela’s would already know.

“Yes,” Hela confirms. “He dug himself out with tons of earth and metal bound to his body, like a building-sized golem, and even managed to survive the large-scale bombardment afterward.”

“Oh yes, the way Morwag uses his Binding energy is quite barbaric, but effective in its own way. It suits him,” one of the selari Handlers says.

Her sister nods. “Do you remember that guy from 87 years ago? He was another demon who used Binding energy, but he used it to attach himself to his enemies, to keep them from escaping or something like that?”

This time, Greed joins in. “It was a bit different. He used a combination of active skills to break his opponent’s natural barrier, then bound himself to said opponent. Through that binding, the wounds sustained by one were mirrored on the other.”

“Oh? That’s a surprisingly original method, really diving into the concept. Not what I’d expect from a demon. He must’ve been high-level. He died in Beyond, though, if I remember right?” the selari asks.

Greed shrugs. “He fought an S-rank healer from back then and thought it’d be a good idea to use that strategy against her. The fight took hours because of her weak attack power, but in the end, her healing outpaced his regeneration, and he died because of the binding and the wounds they shared. Still cackling like a maniac, smiling until the end. He never even tried to break the link between them.”

“Primordial Knights?”

“Guildmaster.”

“Makes sense.”

Everyone in our group nods in agreement.

“Lady Kindness, is Nyssa like that as well?” asks the selari Handler, probably Kaari’s.

Next to me, Kindness stops moving and looks up at the woman. Just that short look freezes the selari in place before she gathers herself and meets Kindness’s gaze.

Kindness nods. “That demon from 87 years ago died beautifully and happily because that death was for himself. Nyssa isn’t like that. She’s dumb. Instead of doing the same, she’d rather die for another’s sake.”

It makes me snort, and Kindness turns to me, giving the selari a bit of relief. There’s a question in her expression, so I answer while meeting her gaze. “Does that matter? If she decides to die for someone else, isn’t that still the choice she’s decided will make her happy?”

“I’m well aware of that view of the situation. Even what you just said, I’ve heard so many times before.”

“You disagreeing with it doesn’t make it wrong,” I say.

“It does, Nathaniel. I have more experience than you can imagine. I’ve lived longer than everyone in this room combined, Rulers included.” Her voice is calm, almost gentle, but there’s something ancient in it, something that makes the air feel heavy as everyone in our group goes quiet.

“Then stop her from doing it.”

“I don’t want to,” she answers.

“Then don’t stop her.”

“It isn’t that simple.”

“It is that simple. Damn, at this point I’m just hoping I don’t end up like you guys. Every Ruler I’ve met to this point has some serious issues.” I look straight at her. “It’s a really fucked up world out there. Hell, I’ll probably end up just as bad someday. So if you’re still alive by then, come find me, remind me of this conversation, and laugh in my face. Oh, and call me a loser or something.”

“I will,” Kindness promises, and while the people on the balcony stop moving, turning toward the entrance where the Pathfinder Thane has finally appeared, she asks one more thing. “Would you let someone you love die for you?”

“Hell no. They’d have to beat me half to death and knock me out first. And if I woke up to find them dead, I’d be cursing them forever.” I pause, then shrug and meet her eyes. “But I think I’d understand it was their choice to make, not mine.”

Turning away from her, I look toward the small podium the Pathfinder is climbing her way onto.

Thane is tall, old, and fragile-looking, a selari woman. Her skin isn’t the same shade of pink as the others of her race, if anything, it’s a little paler, almost hiding her freckles, and her pink hair has been tied back into a bun.

Just one look into her eyes tells me there’s still plenty of life in her, though. They’re clear and strong, hard eyes without so much as a hint of weakness in them. When she greets the party, her voice carries across the room, quiet but firm, reaching everyone present.

“You all know I’m not one for long speeches, so I’ll keep this simple. Thank everyone of you for being here, and welcome to the new talents joining the system. I’ve seen the marks you’ve already left on the Beyond, and they speak for themselves. May your lives be long and full, may your strength continue to grow, and may your worlds prosper. Each generation leaves something behind for the next, and I’ve had the privilege of seeing that cycle continue, attendees taking their first steps onto the fourth floor, only to later return as Handlers, or even venturing deeper into the Beyond. Pathfinders, as I once was.”

She pauses, and the room bursts into applause and short cheering before she quiets them again with a wave of her hand.

“Lastly, I have a surprise for you. I’ve been working with the Ruler of Humility, and together we’ve prepared an event for all of you, and for anyone who reaches the fourth floor of the Beyond over the next month, when it begins.” A faintly mischievous smile touches her old face, softening her features and making her look years younger. “For now, I’ll keep the details to myself, but I can promise the rewards will be worth it. Among them are a residence permit for the tenth named residence, and a low pristine item from the personal collection of the Ruler of Humility.”

Another wave of silence settles over the room before it bursts again into cheers, and she raises her voice for the final time. “Whether S-rank or D-rank, anyone who reaches this floor will be given the same opportunity and the same starting point.”

And then she leaves, just like that.

What a legend, she barely stayed longer than one minute at her own party.

I turn to Greed and finally ask the question I’ve been holding back. “Just to be clear, if I had only shown up to the party for one minute and left right after, would that have counted towards completing our deal?”

“Yes,” she nods. “The items are already in your residence. They’ve been there since the party started.”

“Damn it.”

            


Chapter 714 - The Gray Sun


                POV Ruler of Greed

Thane leaves as quickly as she usually does after giving one of her speeches. It’s always the same, with the only difference being the event she announced.

Knowing Humility, I can guess what to expect, and I try to work out who will perform best and is most likely to win. Out of curiosity, I go over possible scenarios and recall dozens of events Humility’s worked on over the millennia. The decision isn’t simple. Even with all that information, I’ll have a hard time predicting the winner.

There are too many talented people, and among them are the ones I’ve come to see as potential weapons to use against Pride once they’ve developed. And yet his name keeps returning to my mind, even with all these people in the mix.

Nathaniel seems to feel my eyes on him. He turns to me and tilts his head in question.

I just shake my head, and with a shrug, he turns away.

The black crown over his head follows behind him. It feels so weak, so inconsequential compared to what I’ve seen Kindness do. His body is weak too, constantly creaking, straining to break the moment he stops holding it all together. It is scarred, twisted. Powerful traits and broken constructs from his early floors have burned themselves into his being. All his mistakes and successes are there for me to see, should I wish.

I’ve come up with dozens of ways to fix it, and dozens more to make him stronger. Events, Beyond quests, secrets on the floors I could hint at, things his sharp mind could notice and learn from, making himself stronger along the way. It’s something I’ve done many times, turning people like him into the most powerful versions of themselves time and time again.

But what for? Most of them lost their drive the moment they even heard a fragment of what Pride is capable of, or saw the battlefields he fought on so long ago.

Still, I keep searching for someone who can do what I couldn’t. What even my master couldn’t.

I think Nathaniel will break. I strongly believe that he won’t succeed. Maybe his body will betray him before his mind. Maybe his efforts won’t be enough. Maybe the opponents in his way will prove sharper and more cunning.

But I don’t want him to die.

In one of my weaker moments a year ago, I connected to the system and recalled what remained from the instance of the second floor he and his group went through. The records of my imitation were still there, the fragments of it. That realization of being caught in a false world, that sense of the end approaching, and something else.

I took it all in and made it mine because of my greed, and I allowed myself to relive the things my imitation felt. A mistake, but it’s one I made on purpose and by my own choice.

So here I am, giving him no more than the bare minimum of help, knowing that the other Rulers do more to guide and support their attendees. Even the other Handlers do it. But not me. Sometimes I even make things harder for him.

I don’t want to stain him with my hopes and my failures.

The party is slowly coming to an end, but as always, no one hesitates to use it as an opportunity, just as countless others have at the parties of prior years. Nathaniel probably doesn’t even realize it’s ending, and I doubt he bothered to gather enough information before coming here to know that.

The Handlers take a step back, and the attendees with sharp senses start to notice. The conversations grow louder and the confrontations sharper.

With his senses, he gradually begins to notice too. Many other attendees I’ve handled would’ve looked to me for guidance, but he doesn’t even give me a glance. He just says something about grabbing a drink and walks into the middle of the crowd, mumbling that maybe this party won’t be a failure after all.

Kindness presses against me, and I feel the warmth of her Vessel.

“Ruby,” she whispers, “I know you’re stubborn, but sometimes you should listen to my advice. What’s the most important rule I taught you when you were just a cute little newbie Ruler?”

“Do not mess with the system.”

She laughs, and that laugh is different when it’s just the two of us here. “But you keep refusing to listen, just like your master did when I told her not to challenge Pride.”

“At that moment, she wouldn’t have listened to anyone in the entire universe. You know that.”

“I do. And I also know about your little project on Eladore, along with the tutorial records you’ve been tampering with.”

“I’m not trying to hide it from you. You know that.”

Her hug tightens, and she squeezes me. “I do. He’s a silly little thing, isn’t he?” she says, changing the subject and gesturing toward Nathaniel.

He stands there surrounded by a group of velnar, including the one he threw off the balcony. Hela’s there too, saying something condescending to him.

“He’s… not enough,” I say.

“Who’s saying that, Ruby or Greed?” Kindness whispers into my ear.

The black crown over Nathaniel’s head begins to spin and grows slightly in size. As the colors around him drain away and the world turns black and white, the crown’s blackness feels deeper, hungrier, more consuming. His Ley Lines unravel into the area, setting up his teleportation marks, completely invisible to any attendees who happen to be nearby, even Hela.

Like an engine kicking the heart of a long-dead Champion back to life, the seals showing their lingering traces of Master Lissandra’s handiwork unwind and flood him with thermal energy, which he channels and converts into mana.

Even now, I’m sure he doesn’t fully realize the scale of what he’s done, or what it means when combined with all the abilities he already has. Or maybe he does and is simply waiting for the right moment to truly unleash it.

Nathaniel already has access to more mana than any other attendee currently in the tutorial or Beyond. Not Kaari, not Hela, not that man from his tutorial, not even Quintan, who’s similarly mana-oriented, can compare. That’s how much mana he has, as just a third-year attendee.

I can even feel the mark the system placed on him, claiming him as a potential Absolute candidate, refusing to let anyone else declare him. If he succeeds, his strengths will be amplified, and his weaknesses will deepen.

“I am the one saying it,” I answer Kindness, and wave my hand.

The left arm of a Handler trying to secretly help those facing Nathaniel explodes. She screams in shock more than pain, spinning to find who did it. When she fails to trace it back to me, she turns pale and teleports away.

Then, like a vortex, his crown begins pulling in the surrounding mana, making every attendee take notice and feel that tug, an attempt to take their mana, to claim it for himself, and make it his own.

Nathaniel stands in the middle of that storm, his hair whipping around his head, golden rings in his eyes glowing with unnatural light, all the sharper in a world drained of color. For a moment, the golden hue of his trait feels like sunlight fighting to pierce through the planet eclipsing it.

His expression doesn’t change. That confidence in his eyes looks like arrogance as he stares down Hela, who’s trying to activate her spatial skill but failing. He tracks her perfectly, processes every move faster than she can act, breaking each attempt apart and stripping away the combat style she’s grown so comfortable with.

He looks almost disappointed, as if he expected her to be more of a challenge. It shows on his face, and Hela’s expression twists with anger. But before Hela can react, a figure appears beside her, pulled there by sheer force through the backlash, tearing her body apart.

Nathaniel’s sister, Victoria, stands next to Hela. Blood pouring from the torn skin on her forehead drips into her eyes as she attacks the velnar without hesitation. Her body breaks further, and sprouting from one of the pieces is a newly formed duplicate.

Everyone moves at once. Other groups join the fight. I hear Brich laughing in the distance as white lightning flashes beside him. Kaari fires her arrows at multiple targets. Hela swings her arm and activates her rings. And that dumbass just keeps losing himself in the flow, gathering even more mana, which concentrates around his crown as it continues to feed, hungering for more.

The other Handlers watch with interest, interfering only when someone might get too badly hurt, or to raise barriers, or to stop the damage from spreading.

Turning to Kindness again, I ask, “Can you wake up Charity?”

Still hugging me, she squeezes tighter. “He is always grumpy when I do that. You know he’ll awaken from his slumber soon anyway.”

“He’s probably the least grumpy being there is.”

“Ha! That’s what you and the others think. It’s hard to see, but I’ve learned to recognize it over time. He gets really grumpy when he’s first waking up and when he gets hungry.”

“Fine, I’ll believe you. Will you do it? You know I usually wouldn’t ask, and I’d normally just wait a decade or three for him to awaken on his own, but seeing how quickly things change, I would rather have him fully awake sooner than later.”

“Okay, Ruby, I’ll do it. But only because I truly want to see him after so long apart.”

“Thank you. I’ll give you the coordinates of a planet like the ones he likes, where he can stay for now. If he wants to, of course.”

I return Kindness’s hug, and as she lets go, I give one last look toward the mess he’s started before moving away.

With the awakening of the Ruler of Charity and the Ruler of Pride’s return from seclusion, the second and first strongest Rulers will both be active, and there’s still much to do.

 







 

POV ???

“Wake up, sleepyhead,” Kindness whispers softly on a distant planet.

That planet is covered entirely in ancient trees, older than some of the Rulers, set in a snowy world so cold that most Champions would die just being there.

Here, surrounded by trees, something sleeps undisturbed. Smaller animals move through the foliage, either unaware of the presence buried under the snow or used to it, after its long period of dormancy.

Though she isn’t there, Kindness keeps whispering, her voice carrying across the vast distance, slowly waking the sleeping being.

The snow slides off as it opens its mouth in a long yawn, tongue stretching out. It rolls to the side, shaking loose the remaining snow and revealing its thick gray fur. Then its eyes open, orange, glowing, and filled with deep, unyielding flame.

The Ruler of Charity sniffs, twisting his ears and listening to the voice before standing fully and shaking away all the snow covering his body. His presence expands with such speed that it causes a small earthquake, and the snow hanging from the trees is blown away across huge swathes of the planet as the wave moves on, changing and searching for something.

For a spark, the slightest speck of an ember it could use.

He searches through the solar system but finds all the planets dead, devoid of flame. Yet the star is still there, weak and dying, but still akin to a spark of fire.

The Ruler of Charity takes a step and disappears, pulled toward that spark as he appears on the surface of the sun, an incomprehensible distance away. The flames wash over his gray fur, not leaving any damage but warming up a very old body after a long winter slumber.

Finding another star, the Ruler of Charity appears upon its blazing surface in a distant solar system, continuing toward the coordinates he was given. The star roars beneath him, a storm of yellow flames taller than worlds, but its fury bends around him, powerless before his calm stride.

Next, he finds a speck of fire on a planet in the system, moving toward the spark being cast into the air by an active volcano before reaching out again and appearing on the next star.

Dozens of times, he moves like that in quick succession, traveling a distance many civilizations will never reach, and eventually he arrives at his target, appearing by a small fireplace placed there for him by a blonde woman who sits there waiting in a white dress.

With a happy laugh, she stands and hugs his huge body, burying her hands in his warm gray fur, and he rubs his head gently against her.

After their greeting, he lies down beside her, curling in close while she tells him all that happened during his sleep, and he listens with quiet patience.

The Ruler of Charity. Cinderbear. The Gray Sun. The Bear That Survived Time. One of the very few beings older than the Ruler of Kindness.

            


Chapter 715 - The Loot, the Beyond quest, and the two assholes


                For now, I decide to ignore the fact that my residence was broken into to deliver these items. Actually, fuck it. What the hell is this crap? Do I not deserve at least some privacy? Just a tiny bit? I will remember this insult, and my revenge will be terrifying.

Coming to a stop in front of my house, I look over the space from a distance. Sure, having a place to myself and another “checkpoint” is nice, as are the facilities, but how valuable is it really to someone like me? The facilities are either comparable to or slightly worse than those in the Primordial Knights’ headquarters. I do realize that for anyone in a guild below the top five or ten, this residence would be amazing. But for me… actually… should I maybe turn it into an Airbnb? Rent it out for shards? Surely others have already thought of it.

Me, a landlord?

Wouldn’t an evil demon king be a lesser evil than that? Do I really want to sink that low just for some shards?

I stop my thoughts there, scared of the answer, and rush over the remaining distance. I open the gate and enter the house through the terrace. There, in the middle of the living room, stands a tree very similar to a Christmas tree. Suspiciously similar. It’s alive too, I note, as I touch and smell it.

Did… did she? No, there’s no way she would go to Earth just for this kind of lame joke. No way. I mean, I’d totally do it myself, and damn if I wouldn’t keep praising myself the whole time I was doing it. I might even cherish that memory for decades after the fact.

I sniff the air around it a few more times and touch the tree. Surrounding it is an array of small boxes packed up in cute wrapping paper with reindeer and all that.

“Are you watching?” I turn toward the ceiling, asking with great suspicion.

No answer comes, so with a groan filled with annoyance, I sit down and start opening the boxes to reveal the items I saved from the Ancient Armory before Diligence blew it up.

 



Crystalfuse Mana Stone (Low Arcane) -A crystalline node for mana storage. Its internal lattice is made up of countless folded channels that cycle energy in endless motion, preventing loss or decay. The mana stone can store mana and recharge equipment or sustain arrays for extended periods. It stabilizes mana and equalizes ambient pressure to keep everything working in optimal form. Often serving as a high-density mana source for item cores.

Prototype Armament Core (Mid Arcane) - An incomplete resonance engine intended for direct item integration. Its shell encloses a tri-layered rotation chamber where condensed mana can continuously cycle; it has been designed for adaptive item merging. When embedded in compatible equipment, it enhances output and reduces mana loss during use. The unstable cycle generates amplified resonance and massive internal stress, forcing the Core to regulate itself through momentary energy discharges. This item is classified as unfinished.

Memory Imprint Stone (Mid Arcane) -A mnemonic crystal engineered to copy and mimic structured consciousness wavelengths. The stone contains an imperfect copy of a memory weave suspended in permanent stasis. Each weave carries trace sequences of knowledge locked beneath layered encryption that resists both extraction and erasure. The imprint remains self-contained, constantly replaying to preserve data integrity. Made as an experiment for an Ego weapon, this item is classified as unfinished.

Harmonic Material Alloy (Low Arcane) -Residual metallic shards recovered from failed item assemblies. The piece retains partial inscription imprints. When exposed to mana, the fragments emit faint harmonic vibrations and attempt incomplete alignment to the original item’s structure. The alloy composition resists corrosion, extreme temperature, and decay, remaining semi-active despite centuries of dormancy.

Binding Resonant Threads (Mid Arcane) -Filaments composed of strands of a mana-responsive alloy, intertwined with crystalline nodes. The threads can establish harmonic synchronization through micro-oscillation, allowing high-speed information and mana transfer. Their internal structure reacts dynamically to external stress, tightening and reinforcing at varying oscillations.

 



And lastly, the main item. The tiny red mana stone I got from the pillar at the last moment.

 



Red Heartstone (Upper Arcane) - When completed, it can be bonded to a user through their blood. A self-optimizing inscription array construct sealed within a heartstone frame containing personality circuitry. Its sub-layers of arrays alternate between node compression and expansion, producing rhythmic surges that resonate in a way that mimics a living mind. When completed, it may be converted into the Ego Core of an item.

 



In a way, this could be thought of as Calvorn Junior, but the most important piece is missing, the piece meant to “awaken” it. But that’s a problem for the future. For now, it’s an extremely fascinating item that I’m sure is far more valuable than its rarity implies. Damn, even unfinished, it’s Upper Arcane. Once completed and set into a proper item, it could be great.

There are a few more items, though these are definitely the best catch. They’ll give me months of work, experimentation, and knowledge to apply to my skills.

I learned long ago that there’s a clear overlap between Mana Manipulation and the circuits I etch into items. Someone might call me a madman or a dumbass for thinking that, but what do they know? My level in [Mana Manipulation] is proof that it works for me.

Might not work for others, but that’s not my problem.

Anyway.

Beautiful.

Very nice.

Good.

Nothing’s missing. I counted all the items while Greed wasn’t looking, as it lay on the floor in her office. Just in case she tried to steal some.

MINE. ALL THE LOOT IS MINE.

Screw Diligence or whatever, too.

Now, what to do with all this? I’m sure I could sell some of the items, but looking at the quality, I might not. Each item is at the peak of its tier, and none of them can be found in the system shop.

So the options are to sell them to the locals or one of the guilds. I bet they would go for a lot of shards, being the remains of experiments undertaken by an Absolute from long ago as prototypes for Ego items and cores. The people around here really seem to like that kind of artificial bond. The right person might even buy them all as antiques. I bet some of these things are really old.

I could probably throw a few into an auction. I’m sure they have auctions here. Or I could use them to make something and sell that instead, create some abomination of an item for myself, or hand it off to Group Four.

I’ll definitely keep a few batteries for Maya. With their capacity and some time to store mana, she could make something truly cool with her [Armament]. As for me, I’d rather store mana inside my halo or stop being a lazy ass and actually maintain the crown’s shape for longer than just showing it off at parties.

I bet I can do it if I try. It’ll just take more mental exercises. I love mental exercises, especially the kind where my head spins, my vision blurs, and it feels like someone is stabbing me in the brain. It’s one of my favorite things ever.

All things considered, it’s been confirmed that the place I visited was likely where the Wraith made Calvorn, and he must have had a reason to tie such a large portion of his power to it. And I’m sure I’ll get it out of the memory stone eventually.

There must be a major advantage behind it, considering how huge the disadvantages are. Maybe it was just what he had to do while trying to become nearly immortal and gain the ability to jump from body to body?

It’s like Sauron tying his power to a ring only for some furry-footed vyssari to find and throw it into a volcano. Would the Wraith die if Brich and Crimson Forge destroyed Calvorn? Is the Wraith even alive after what Chris did to him? Did he absorb him? Or did he just trap him inside that fancy figure he keeps floating above him?

Some of these questions will need to be answered at some point.

Then there are still the blueprints the crafty guy made for me in the Academy over the course of those loops, the ones Sophie helped me with. A side project, sure, but not something I’ve forgotten about, and some of the items here could be useful for that, so they can probably stay. Actually, I can leave them here and should try to contact Brich to trade with Crimson Forge and have them help me improve the designs.

I know for sure I’m not giving them prototypes of Calvorn or any information on the Wraith’s ego sword experiments. I also know I won’t tie my own power to such an item. But I’m very, very curious to see if I could make an ego weapon of my own. Who wouldn’t want a talking sword? Doesn’t a proper adventure just scream for that kind of thing? The personality would have to be better than Calvorn’s, and I still have no idea how, but it’s been done before, so it can certainly be done again.

Even looking at these prototypes, I can tell I could finish some of them, turning them into proper mid arcane items, maybe even upper arcane with enough effort. There are like two dozen different versions of these prototypes here.

Or I could smelt down the materials and create something truly massive. Maybe a huge suit of power armor like the lumoran Champion Feroy from the seventh floor.

So many options, so little time.

There’s my long-awaited minion time, the Beyond quest on her planet, then the fifth floor, where Nyssa will probably be dragging me to soon.

Then there’s whatever weird ass event Thane and the Ruler of Humility have managed to cook up.

After that comes the tournament pitting us against another planet’s tutorial, where Christoph will probably show up too.

All in a span of two to three months.

Leaving my Christmas gifts where they lie, I take myself outside the house and stop for a moment as an interesting thought hits me. This is my property, a house I own in some weird alien city with a lame name, light-years away from the planet I was born on and spent twenty-one years growing up on. Yet this is my house, as strange as that sounds. Well, at least for a few more years.

I look it over, the copper gate, the trees poking out behind it, and the two-story house nestled against the rock. Not that bad. Not bad at all.

And don’t I also have a job now, working for a guild or corporation, one of the biggest ones around?

I shake my head to stop these thoughts, but they keep coming anyway. I even have a dog, coworkers, HR breathing down my neck whenever I screw up, and people trying to poach me from my current corporation. And by poaching, I mean kidnapping. Must be some deep rooted Beyond tradition or something.

Add healthcare in the form of that weirdo catboy, and it all makes a twisted sort of sense.

Still thinking about it against my will, I reach the headquarters of the Primordial Knights. Entering the hall, I find Weslin resting in the lounge alone, reading some kind of report or maybe a new study on mana, he loves that kind of stuff.

Surprisingly, he isn’t bald anymore. Very short white hair has started growing from his formerly bare scalp, and he doesn’t seem to be shaving it off anymore. Even his eyes have a faint red tint to them now.

I notice it, he notices that I’ve noticed it, but both of us ignore it like the manly men we are. The kind that would rather repress every emotion until they were lying on their deathbed instead of talking about feelings, the kind of men who can see each other for years, greet each other, talk, share drinks, and yet still never learn each other’s names, both terrified to ask after so long, just waiting, praying that some random person will say the name out loud so they can finally know, the kind who will communicate entire life stories through nods and grunts, who think eye contact is a marriage proposal, who’d rather wrestle a bear than admit they’re friends, who hurl insults at each other that most people would kill them for, and who will die on the hill of “it’s not that deep bro” even when it very obviously is.

Sitting down next to him, I summon a set of evil orbs like always and start training with them. Even after all this time, they’re still a challenge as I continue modifying them closer and closer to their original, nastiest version.

Out of nowhere, Weslin glances my way.

“You and Malika… are you interested in her?” he asks, something that makes all my thoughts vanish before they finally reboot, confirming I didn’t mishear.

Weslin doesn’t even blink as I turn to him.

“Weslin, you dog.”

“Oh, shut up, rookie. So?”

“Not interested in her. Not even a little.”

“Got it,” he says, and goes back to reading.

 







 

Later that day, I inform Nyssa about my Beyond quest and that it should take a week. She just wishes me luck, saying she’ll soon be heading to the fifth floor and will be there to meet me after I return.

I don’t know if she’s simply not in a hurry or if she felt how badly I wanted to go on this quest. Maybe it was the one-hour speech I gave her about my minion and our adventures together while praising her non-stop.

Either way, it worked out.

As Greed said, a portal appears right on time at my house. Just one step, and I’ll be on the planet where my minion has been living with her gang of delinquents. It reminds me that I probably should’ve asked what this quest was actually about, and that Greed probably should’ve told me.

But… my minion. Does the quest really matter that much? I just need to guard one asshole along with another asshole.

Before stepping through, I open my status to check my Absolute Candidate quest.

 



You have accepted your personalized Absolute Candidate quest, authorized directly by the system. 

A time limit is set to complete the objectives within one year of the quest being given. However, early completion will grant earlier access to the advantages tied to the title.

Your quest objectives are as follows:

- Raise the skill [Mana Manipulation] to Level 75

- Channel 50,000 stat points worth of mana within one second without any external assistance

- Confront a Champion level being without any of its power diminished, alone, for a duration of ten seconds

 



The quest is so easy, I suspect Lissandra might have given it out.

Fuck.

Closing the window, I grab my baggage and the items I’ve been wanting to study, even during the quest, then step through the portal as it sends me somewhere impossibly far away.

I appear in a fancy room smelling of a perfume that’s probably more expensive than some buildings I’ve seen. Looking out the window, I see the city in the distance and the vast garden surrounding us, and realize I’m inside some kind of large manor.

Lastly, I glance at the two assholes I mentioned earlier.

A widely smiling Lily and Savant, who meets my gaze for a second, then turns aside as if I weren’t there.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Have a nice weekend, and see you next week!

 

The law required Discord and Patreon plugs:

Patreon (45 chapters ahead) - https://www.patreon.com/cerim

Discord - https://discord.com/invite/s5ARCv7kfG



                



Chapter 716 - Mythical being


                “Your attention, please,” the other person waiting in the room calls out. An older woman, sitting on the sofa with some sort of drink on the small table nearby.

She’s dressed herself up very well, in the kind of clothes that surely must take half an hour to put on, even with the help of two or three maidservants. Her gray hair is carefully styled up into a sort of bun with wavy hair by her sides, and she has plenty of jewelry as well.

Oh, and she’s also a Champion.

I don’t even factor in my Handler’s advice that the people giving Beyond Quests tend to be Champions, Absolutes, and the scions of powerful families, but also because of the strength I can feel radiating from her.

Lastly, I take note of a red velvet pillow on the sofa next to her. Woven through with golden threads that look softer than a cloud on a sunny day. And on said pillow lounges an animal, observing us with an intelligent gleam in its eyes.

It looks a bit like a fennec fox, but it has six long legs and demonic looking horns growing from its forehead that bend toward the back of its head. Its fur is pure white and well groomed, and the animal looks the very picture of slim elegance.

The fox wears an embroidered red vest tailored for its six legs to fit through. And damn if that fox wouldn’t be insanely cute if not for the look it’s been giving me. For some reason, it pisses me off. Extremely.

Wait a moment. This place, this woman, it looks like a noble woman and her manor, plus a pet.

Is… is this maybe one of the mythical noble ladies’ pets I have heard so much about? During all these days of training under Lissandra, only to be compared to the pets noble ladies of Eladore used to have?

Will this cute fox become my teacher, allowing for yet another breakthrough in my mana? Surely it’s one of my betters, after all, noble ladies’ pets usually tend to be more talented than Absolutes nowadays, at least according to Lissandra.

The woman, after getting our attention, begins to speak, “Good, now that I have your attention, I will inform you about what will happen next.” The way she talks makes it obvious she is used to having all the authority in a given room.

“Firstly, I’m glad there are no demons among you. I specifically requested humans, but sometimes Handlers forget ‘details’ like these and send whatever brute they happen to have on hand. Secondly, each of you should be quite capable in your own right, and at first glance, it would seem that, in this regard, I have not been lied to.”

The fox quietly turns to her, to which the woman reaches her hand and absentmindedly starts scratching its head, causing the fox to let out a deep purr-like noise I can feel in my chest, even from where I’m standing.

“I’m Magistra Elaren Corin of the Thornehall,” the woman says, “and this is Albaris Fen’Thane Vel Corin Del Vassel en Lys Aster Valcour Miradine. I realize that for people like you, his name might be a handful, so just Fen will suffice.” She pauses as if looking for a reaction, and I nod, with Lily looking at me for the reaction before copying me and quickly nodding.

Only Savant speaks in a polite voice, “Understood, we will keep that in mind.”

“Very well,” Magistra Elaren says, “I’m sure you have been informed by your Handlers, so I won’t repeat myself. Miss Lily can start with her job tomorrow, and the two of you will be guarding her, as was required by her Handler. I expect a job well-done, and if I’m satisfied with the result, I won’t hold back from showing my satisfaction through improved rewards and-”

She pauses as Fen stands up and stretches his six legs before yawning and showing a set of needle-sharp teeth. Then he moves playfully, jumping onto the floor. Suddenly, his movements shift, and he darts forward in a burst of speed. Before I realize it, he has climbed his way onto my back, with his front paws over my shoulder and his head next to my right ear.

I stop myself from reacting as I hear him sniff at me while letting out a series of cute squeaky barks. I feel his cold, tiny nose touch my ear and neck as the little animal examines me.

But out of nowhere, Fen freezes, whimpers once, and jumps off before moving, just as quickly as before, to hide behind his owner with only his head poking out. His ears are flattened in full airplane mode, and he bares his teeth, growling at me.

“Albaris Fen’Thane Vel Corin Del Vassel en Lys Aster Valcour Miradine, what are you doing?” she asks in a measured voice.

That makes Fen turn from me to her, barking a few times in a drawn-out, whining tone, like he’s airing a list of injustices only she could possibly fix. Elaren listens for a moment, unimpressed, before shrugging it off.

“So what if he’s been marked? Have you forgotten your education? What is this unpleasant behaviour?”

Fen lets out a few more longer barks, which makes her look at me. Seeing his owner look at me, the little fennec fox barks a few more quick times before she turns back to him and very gently taps him on the head. It shuts him up in an instant, and a blank expression of shock appears on his face as if he’d never experienced something like this in his life.

“I apologize for him. He is still very young and temperamental, which shows in his inelegant behavior toward new people.” Elaren looks at all of us before locking her eyes on me. “You have been marked by a truly great beast, it would seem, and it has frightened my dear Fen, but that is no excuse. As his bond, I’m responsible for his behavior.”

“It’s fine,” I say.

“Thank you for your understanding. Now then, everything has been said, and the three of you can leave. My butler will wait for you outside and lead you to your residence.” She gestures while taking a cup from the table and sipping from it as if this whole thing never happened.

Savant says something polite in response before we head toward the door. Before exiting, I turn around and see Fen still looking at me with a furrowed brow and his teeth slightly bared.

How shameless, after talking shit about me to his owner.

Just before leaving and after making sure Elaren isn’t looking, I show the little fox a middle finger.

The noble lady’s pet doesn’t know the gesture, of course, but he seems to understand what it means. He narrows his eyes, his ears flatten, and he watches me like a spoiled, angry brat until the door closes.

The butler is waiting outside and greets us politely, but I let Savant talk while I immediately start working. A halo forms over my head, and all my overflowing mana starts to flow into it. I feel like it’s not enough, so I reach toward my Ignition Heart to add to it, then realize where we are and decide to wait until we reach our rooms to continue.

I end up waiting longer than I expect, because instead of getting rooms, we find ourselves exiting the manor and taking a walk half a mile through a beautiful garden with paths framed by fruit trees and delicate flowers until we reach a smaller manor.

Our “residence.” The entire place has apparently been set aside just for the three of us.

Well, I’ve seen better for sure, phe. This is nothing.

I start gathering mana right away, converting my thermal energy in the process. Though I don’t push it too far since part of my mind needs to keep scanning the area and the countless defensive arrays surrounding the place, but I keep it within my limits. Not enough to seem threatening, and not too little either. There’s a part of my newest quest I think I should be able to complete during this Beyond Quest.

I’m not going to lie, I’m really excited to see how much mana I can channel in one second. I bet it’s much more than that lame quest requires.

Plus.

I have Earth’s best healer with me right now. The system couldn’t make it fucking easier even if it tried.

“Nat, you have that creepy expression you always get before you start blowing things up,” Lily says, tugging on my sleeve.

Savant is already heading upstairs, probably to reserve the best room for himself. What a jerk.

“Lily, I must assure you that’s not true.”

“It’s not?”

“I always want to blow up something, most of the time myself as well, so that would logically mean I should have the same expression all the time. And yet, as you yourself said, the expression just formed on my face.”

“Oh! That makes sense somehow!”

“Right? I think an apology is in order… Lady Healer Lily,” I tease her.

Not going down without a fight, she snickers. “I apologize for coming to such a terrible conclusion. You’ve never given me reason to doubt you over the nine floors of the tutorial in these nearly three years here.”

“Good. How are the others?” I ask.

Lily jumps onto the couch nearby and lies down, stretching her legs across it, while I plop into the armchair beside her.

“Tess, Leticia, Luna, Jean, Spacepup, and I have been making pretty good progress on the third floor. We just started with some basic information gathering, you know, Tess, but soon we might start work on the outpost. It’s a bit more difficult without a guild, but we should still manage to get to the fourth floor fairly soon.”

“Want me to pull some strings?”

“Sure! I don’t think the others would mind. We were also joined by Tacita for a bit before she left, as she always does.”

“No sightings of the other Earth attendees?” I ask.

“Not so far. Tess said we’re lucky that all of us have already met and that the third floor is so huge. Did you know that a guild called Silent Veil tried to hire Tess? They have a guy by the name of Lyraen working for them, he’s apparently one of the strongest people in the tutorial!”

“Lily, this isn’t a competition, and Lyraen is a ladies’ man if you must know. Real creep, he already has like twenty wives or something like that. Anyway, I doubt Silent Veil’s the only one offering you positions. What about you?”

“Oh, not at all, but that’s the one she took the most interest in! I think Frontier, the one Soph joined, gave Tess an offer too, and so did Astral Brotherhood. They all seem to like that she can snipe monsters stronger than herself across half a country or something.”

“Such an inelegant way to fight, right?” I mimic Magistra’s tone. “Close-range battles are much more enjoyable, aren’t they?”

“Yup!” she says with a cheerful nod. “I think every guild in the top twenty has sent me an offer since I got that Healer certification Tess told me to pick up.”

“Lily, why are you looking so smug?”

“I’m not smug.”

“You’re the smuggest little jerk I’ve ever seen.”

“I’m not smug. Anyway, Bloodline wants Jean, and Crimson Forge gave Leticia and Luna an offer. Apparently, they want to start making items for bonds and pets.”

“Yeah, Luna should read Crimson Forge’s contract very carefully. I wouldn’t leave that up to Leticia.”

“I’ll pass that on to her for sure.”

“Good. Lastly, just in case, if it turns out to be necessary, we’ll be throwing this quest into the crapper.”

“We will?”

“Yup, this is my minion’s planet.”

“Minion!”

“Yes, yes, and Lily, I’m desperate. I’ve heard she’s gotten herself caught up in some bad company, running around with a gang of delinquents that have surely been having a bad influence on her, and going on some sort of suspicious adventures. Fighting demon lords, taking out old rivals, talking daggers, that kind of stuff. And she used to be so cute…”

“She always was a bit of a delinquent.”

“…when she was younger. I don’t know what happened to her and…”

“I think you made it worse.”

“…what’ll I do about that? Wait what?”

“What?”

“What?”

“Do you think she’s watching us?” Lily asks, changing the subject, as I remain victorious.

“The Magistra?” I ask.

“Or maybe the fox.”

“Likely both. One’s judging, the other’s plotting.”

“Which is which?”

“Yes.”

            


Chapter 717 - What’s this quest about?


                It is getting darker, and I’m losing my energy at a much higher rate as I listen to Lily, who keeps talking excitedly about her training. That and a dozen other things she quickly chirps about.

For example, the ninth floor of the tutorial known as The Pit, which they’ve come to suspect is something like a trashcan. A place where multiple planets dump the bodies of huge Champion grade monsters or higher that they either can’t or don’t want to deal with.

Imagine someone killing a beast five times the size of Godzilla that was in the process of attacking their country. A normal person would probably find themselves getting a bit excited. Just think of the materials, the knowledge you could gain from the experiments alone.

You might even start examining the body after the beast dies, and all of a sudden, you have thousands of people building a small city nearby to begin working on the corpse. Then, a few days later, those same people start dying. Their teeth start falling out, they start coughing blood, and their hair starts thinning.

Maybe you knew it would happen and used people you could afford to lose to gain even a little bit of extra knowledge and materials. Maybe you’re just that kind of dickhead.

Or maybe you didn’t know. You did your due diligence, checked the monster for mana radiation, and all that kind of stuff. You gave your people equipment and set up processes to ensure that only people with a certain number of stats invested in constitution could get in.

And yet, they still get sick.

You don’t give up right away. You send in stronger people. You can’t send your healers, since those jerks tend to have weak constitution themselves, and there might only be a few dozen on the whole planet. So maybe you send the disciples of your Champions, or even the Champions themselves, if you happen to be strong enough to order them around. Or maybe you have your crafters prepare a set of fancy suits and equipment.

And so it continues. This time it takes a few weeks longer, but people start feeling ill again. Everyone except the Champion, and now only the Champion remains.

You set new processes. A kind of rotation where, let’s say, only people with constitutions over three hundred can get near the monster for a week at a time, and then you send them away. It continues for a few years. You gather what little information you can, and then you notice the aquifer nearby has developed a certain spice to it. A nice taste, a certain bouquet. The kind that leaves people dying in pain after drinking it for a few months.

So you say, fuck it, and beg your Absolute to get rid of that overgrown lizard fuck’s body.

At least that’s how I’d imagine it goes.

Anyway, the Pit seems to have been one such dumping ground for thousands of years–at least from what group four’s managed to learn from the demon natives. Either to get rid of things or for some purpose we don’t yet know.

It makes me a bit more curious about the floor I haven’t gotten to spend much time on because of my obligations in Beyond. Hearing all this, I should probably go there… sometime… after the tournament or something, so sometime in the next three or four months.

I also bet that the native demon whose body Kindness used to talk to me and Lily was a future Ruler or someone important. I’m a pessimist at hearts so I’m sure it has to be something like that.

These thoughts keep me occupied enough to endure Lily’s one-sided conversation, but the least I can do is to pay some attention, asking a question or two once in a while. I don’t even try to tune it out and continue listening to her words. It would be too rude to ignore someone who talks so eagerly about things that interest them and make them happy.

Even I’m not that evil.

But through it all, I hear something else. A squeaky, bratty, whiny, howling from outside our residence. Even though it’s distant and not really that loud, thanks to my kinetic senses, I can still feel the faint vibrations trembling through the air and against my chest. Possibly all being directed at me, though some means I can’t properly sense yet. A noble lady’s pet, indeed.

The barking and howling have been going on since it started getting dark, so for a few hours now. It just keeps moving in circles around the residence, likely due to whatever predatory instincts that spoiled beast seems to have awakened.

I know who it is, of course, and I’m willing to bet ten points worth of mana on it. I would recognize that complain-y, pathetic bark turned howl anywhere.

It’s the noble lady’s pet Albacore Fish-Tank Velcro Del Taco en Lice Asteroid Vacuum Mandoline, also known as Fen.

I just knew that little asshole didn’t like me, and now he’s feeling jealous because he sensed Biscuit’s greatness on me. Well, that feeling seems to be mutual, which surprises me a bit. I can’t help but wonder if my connection with Biscuit is part of what’s making me dislike that thing.

“Give me a moment.” I put my hand on Lily’s shoulder to make her stop talking as I stand up and head toward the terrace glass door. I open it, which causes the squeaky barks to grow even louder.

Annoyed with the constant barking, I shout into the night, “Are you just going to keep barking out there, you little bitch!? Come here and face me like a man!”

“Rhaff-Rhaff!” the squeaky bark yips louder than before. “Raaoww-Yap-Yap!”

“Fuck you too!” I shout back.

“Raaooooooooww!”

I shut the door again before turning to Lily. “Can you believe that shit?”

“Do you mean you being brought to the point where you seem ready to start barking back at him?” She puts her hands behind her back as she teases me. Lately, she’s been doing that quite often, not just to me but to others in the group, too. It would seem Lily’s just playful like that.

Left with no other choice, I reach out and pinch her nose, but instead of letting go after a moment, I hold it and stare into her eyes.

“I cad hold by breaff for quide a while, so good lug there,” she says, her voice squashed and nasal.

I don’t say anything. I just keep staring at her the same way she looks at me.

For a while, she holds herself together well and doesn’t break eye contact or move an inch. Only when Savant comes downstairs and stops for a second to look at us does she almost break eye contact. Savant doesn’t say anything and walks away, probably searching for snacks.

“Eashy, I can do id all day!” Lily repeats, but I hear a weakness in her voice, almost like those words are meant more for herself than they are for me.

So I stay quiet even now, and a minute passes. Then I start curling my lips into a smile. I don’t make it big or show my teeth. I just lift the corners slightly and tilt my head, letting a few strands of hair fall over my forehead.

“What’s wrong, Lily?” I ask, making my voice softer and letting the smile echo in my tone as I lean slightly closer. “Why is your heart beating so fast?”

Her body tenses before she flicks my arm away and turns around to hide her face.

Once again, triumphant over a foe foolish enough to underestimate me, I lift my chest with pride and give the back of her knee a teasing kick with the tip of my shoe. I hope for her to buckle at least a little bit, but of course, her body is stupidly strong, so it doesn’t move at all.

Still pleased with the teasing, I use [Focus] to filter out the annoying barks from outside, then head off to follow Savant. I find him in the kitchen cutting some fruit on the table, and taking a piece to smell before biting into it.

“So, what’s this quest about?” I ask directly.

His chewing slows down, and then it stops as he makes an expression like he lost the will to enjoy the food, and the taste has turned sour for him.

“We have to protect your healer while she seeks out the cause of the epidemic that’s making people in the area sick, and a way to get rid of it. The area has been cut off from the rest of the fief by quarantine wards, so no one else can enter or leave. We, however, have been granted permission to follow her inside. Apparently, the illness spreads fast and is highly contagious, and the local guards have already fallen ill. They believe it to be magical in nature, so she’ll be examining both the sick and the land itself for signs of corruption. Our main task is to make sure nothing happens to her while she works,” he says.

“Oh, so we’ll get the illness as well?”

“Possibly.”

“That sucks. Why didn’t they use their own healers?” I ask him.

“They think it’s the work of one of their own healers, cooperating with an enemy kingdom. If they hadn’t stopped it and sealed off the area, that illness would have already spread across the entire kingdom, so it’s quite serious. Before taking drastic measures or paying out what’s likely to be a good chunk of their treasury to hire this world’s healers guild, they decided to give the attendees a try. They likely heard about an incredibly talented healer currently running through the tutorial.”

That said, the super talented healer enters the kitchen as well, already back to her usual self and seemingly unaffected. I can only praise her quick recovery from the damage. She’s truly getting powerful.

“My handler’s been trying to get me noticed and find good quests for me, and this one really sounded great. I had no idea I’d get you and Nat, though,” she says as she pulls a bar stool closer and sits beside me. “But I don’t mind it at all!”

Savant keeps slicing the fruit he tasted earlier, his knife moving with careful precision across the wooden board. Each piece is thin enough to nearly see through, the pale fruit glistening as he arranges the slices neatly on a plate. When he’s satisfied with the surprisingly beautiful pattern, he slides the plate toward us without a word, with the faint scent of the fruit filling the air.

For himself, he doesn’t bother with presentation at all. He simply cuts another fruit in half, wipes the blade on the towel, and takes a slow bite, juice running down his thumb as he chews thoughtfully.

He says, “We don’t have many details about the illness yet, and so far it doesn’t seem that dangerous for people above level one hundred, but they’re worried it might be designed to grow more dangerous, once it spreads a bit wider. It affects both demons and humans, but each in a slightly different way. There’s a rumor it originated from humans, and that it’s designed to mutate over time to specifically kill demons, so that’s been causing a lot of trouble as well.”

I take a paper-thin slice of fruit and put it in my mouth. It almost melts, tasting like a mix of banana and mango. With a hint of cinnamon to top it all off.

“Do you know how to cure an epidemic level virus or something?” I ask Lily, who’s already started stuffing her mouth so fast that Savant’s started cutting another plate of fruit just for her.

Lily nods energetically. “I’ve known about the quest for about a week or so, and my Handler gave me a mana stone to study for it. I worked on it ten hours a day. Then he asked a Local healer to give me a test, and I did that too. And I think I probably would’ve been fine even without studying! It wasn’t even that difficult.”

Instead of listening to her, I glance at Savant, who senses it and looks up from the cutting board. “It’s very difficult,” he says flatly.

“It was easy, though,” Lily insists.

“Your delusions aside,” I say to her, “is this illness known to affect minions as well?”

“Nat, sorry to tell you, but minions aren’t their own species.”

“How preposterous!”

That makes Lily giggle. “So you plan on finding Vega first?”

“Her and her gang.” I nod, growing more serious. “I’m getting this feeling that my handler didn’t send me here just to meet her, so much as because she might be in trouble.”

            


Chapter 718 - Into the Quarantine


                Even though I act nonchalant in front of my teammates, I’m a bit worried. Vega can be reckless at times, and taking all the information into account, she should be in the locked down area, so she’s quite possibly being affected by the illness as well.

If what I think is true, and Greed somehow pulled strings to get Lily and me here to help her, I’ll be thankful for that, no matter her intention. It doesn’t even matter if it’s a blatant attempt to make me grateful to her and easier to manipulate. Even after thinking that over, I will just allow it.

And if I’m right, and my minion is out there, ill and possibly set to die, there will be hell to pay for whoever orchestrated it.

I will erase every atom of the fucker responsible for it from the surface of this planet.

We stay up the rest of the night, each of us making our own preparations. I keep storing mana, Lily draws her healing marks for us, and continues working on her pair of bone axes, though at least she’s made them a reasonable size this time instead of monstrosities taller than her.

Each new axe, grown from her super-tough, [Disintegration]-conductive bone, has a handle as long as my forearm with a one-sided blade at the top, plain in shape. The problem is that for some reason, they weigh half as much as me, if not more, each. Seeing her swing both simultaneously makes me realize once again that she could, like, seriously throw me around in much the same way.

Lastly, Savant does whatever Savant does. He changes into the clothes he found in his room at the residence, wearing the local style. With no visible weapons on his person, which only makes me wonder what he did with the Sword of Aeons, how he absorbed it, whether he can un-absorb it to use directly.

His [Absorption] is likely close to level 70 or higher, quite possibly, which makes me wonder if he has something huge stored away, ready to release as needed, perhaps something he’s had stored away for months.

Hell, he might later be able to store things for years. Then there’s the question of whether he can absorb items and take them out later, more or less making himself a knockoff version of a Spatial Cache.

 







 

When morning comes, we leave at the slightest sign of the sun on the horizon, with me pushing us. We reach the main house, passing people tending the garden, many of whom are using skills rather than tools. Some even use items or other strange solutions to manage the soil.

Inside the manor, we’re told to wait in the pretty room with the wall that’s been entirely replaced with a sculpted mana barrier, offering a view into the quiet morning garden.

Sitting here over our breakfast, I catch myself glancing toward the stairway that leads to the second floor every now and then, and for the third time, I finally catch that presence there.

The noble lady’s pet, Fen, lies there sneakily on his belly, head pressed to the wooden floor, staring through the railing in my direction. This time, he doesn’t skitter away to hide, he holds my gaze, reveals tiny sharp teeth, and lets his whiskers twitch.

All that bratty effort to look dangerous is ruined by the cute, pale blue vest with golden threads that he’s wearing.

I decide to ignore him, feeling myself get annoyed as they start bringing more food and drinks, telling us our guide will come to us in five minutes. Knowing that making things more complicated would only slow them down, I endure and eat some of the food, even taking time to have them pack me some dried fruit, snacks, and drinks. Seeing how helpful they are trying to be, I then ask them multiple times for a bag I could put on my back to carry it all.

The guide appears exactly five minutes later. A young, somewhat handsome, and confident looking man in sleek clothes who greets Lily first, staring at her with eyes wide open. He masks that blunder with a charming smile before barely greeting both me and Savant, almost unable to take his eyes off her.

After throwing a few compliments her way as well as multiple charming smiles, he says, “It is a pleasure to meet you all. I’m Ennith, and I will be your guide until we reach the containment zone, where I will leave you to continue on your own. Unfortunately,” he adds with a smile aimed at Lily.

Lily smiles back politely and nods, “Thank you, Ennith. Can I tell you something?”

“Please do, beautiful Lady Healer!”

“I’m not interested in you at all, and if you try to flirt with me further, I will hurt you. Not in the sense of breaking your heart or something silly like that. I will break your arm.”

“Huh…” He manages the sound barely, then quickly regains composure. The smile he gives after is sorer, less enthusiastic over the few seconds, as if he’s trying to figure out if she is joking before he pushes out of himself. “Understood, Lady Healer. Shall we go now?”

“Please,” Lily gestures.

As we walk through the house behind Ennith, I talk to Lily, not caring if the guy might hear, “Breaking bones, how barbaric, and inelegant of you.”

Lily shrugs, “You would be surprised how many people keep trying things like that with me. I seem to be very popular. Some are probably doing it because I’m a healer, others because I’m pretty. I’m pretty, right?” she asks, looking up to me with her big eyes.

“I guess. With [Plastic Surgery] and all that, it would be weird if you weren’t.”

“I only made the tiniest of modifications! I liked how I looked before, and I was pretty on the first floor too!”

“Just a brat, sometimes even a crybaby, then and now. So, is breaking bones really your best strategy?”

Lily shakes her head at the first part of my sentence but ignores it. “Yeah, even if that person is slightly important, they don’t punish me for it at all. Me being a healer and all that stuff.”

“Some people surely have it nice.”

“I like being spoiled, you know. I didn’t get much chance to enjoy it before the tutorial.”

“Lily.”

“Yes?”

“It’s damn sad when you say you’re more spoiled in Hell difficulty than you were back on Earth. You realize that, right?”

“But aren’t most of us the same?” she smiles and points at me. “You,” then back at herself, “me, Tess, Dennis and Aaron, Min-Jae, Maya, Sophie, and Izzy.”

“Congratulations on doxing our entire group.”

“It’s fine! I’m sure Savi didn’t have it exactly nice either, right?” she asks while turning to the man.

The most cowardly man in existence glances our way before turning away with a simple, “I’m fine either way. And please don’t call me Savi.”

“But Nat does it all the time.”

“One more reason not to do it. But whatever,” Savi says, already giving up.

Following the suspiciously quiet Ennith, we head toward the warded-off area. Twice, we use teleportation arrays inside circular buildings surrounded by plenty of guards. Each requires multiple checks that hold us for a while. Between the teleports we also run, though we slow down a little to match Ennith’s pace as he leads us.

I have a strong suspicion he carries a mark that’ll allow the Magistra to switch places with him in the same way the twins can switch places with each other. The mana wavelengths feel kind of similar. That would also explain why she didn’t send anyone stronger, just in case we decided to cause trouble. Even so, I’m sure there will be stronger people guarding the place we’re heading to.

The longer we travel, the more used to the area I become. Plenty of planets I’ve visited in the tutorial had common similarities to Earth, and this one does too. There’s a single sun, a blue sky, normal-colored clouds, and all that. Otherwise, the countryside has barely any mountains, only hills of different sizes with large boulders scattered here and there.

The biggest difference is the color of the ground, which is usually a strange mix of deep orange with a hint of red. Like stones you’d see somewhere in a desert, though it clearly isn’t, there’s too much greenery for that. Well, maybe greenery isn’t the right word. Most of the flora here is tall, pastel-yellow grass that seems to cover nearly the entirety of the area, with sparse trees that have white trunks and red leaves scattered among them.

As familiar as this planet feels, those little things make it stand out, striking, exotic even. I find myself enjoying the change of scenery and grow to like it more over time. It’s a nice sight, that yellow grass swaying and rippling like waves under the wind. It gives off that perfect fantasy adventure feeling.

As we get closer to our goal, our guide starts talking more. “Once inside, you won’t be allowed to leave until your Beyond quest is complete. The other people inside are the same. They won’t be able to leave either. Lady Corin will personally come to check on you near the end of your quest, and until then, the rest is up to you. You carry her mark, and our people inside are trained to locate it even if you can’t feel it, so they will offer you help or ask the same in turn.”

While he says this, I stare at him blankly. Yet another mark. This is getting out of hand.

Ennith, unaware, patiently continues while we slow down to a walk. “The area currently quarantined is fifty square miles, including three villages, each with around eight hundred people, and a small city of five thousand. There should be no noticeable groups of monsters, and only one dungeon, graded as category one.”

“How does that rank compare to the others?” Savant asks, voicing what I was wondering too.

Ennith answers quickly, “It’s the lowest category. The ranks go from category one to category seven, with seven being the kind of place where even Champions have been known to die. The dungeon I mentioned wasn’t cleared yet, and it was one of the first places we examined when the illness started spreading. We found nothing strange about it.”

“Understood,” Savant nods.

“Not gonna ask him about dungeons?” I interrupt this time.

The way Savant looks at me almost seems sad. “Have you learned nothing at all?”

“I’m not at fault here. I bet even Lily doesn’t know anything about dungeons.”

“I know a lot! Tess gathered plenty of information and forced us all to learn about them!”

“You should be helping me, Lily.”

“It’s okay, I’ll tell you everything later,” she says, then turns to Ennith. “Are there any healers inside?”

He nods. “Two. They’ve been informed of your arrival and will do their best to assist you, Lady Healer.”

“Good!”

Like that, we finally reach the border of the quarantine zone, triggering several alerts along the way, set up by someone much more skilled than the people approaching us, possibly by the Champion herself. The two men coming closer seem strong as well, probably close to level 400, judging by their speed.

Another round of introductions follows, more checks on us and Ennith, before we’re finally led to the barrier. Before that, Ennith explains that only we may enter, since we have a pass, and the nobles who oversee this place have an agreement with Magistra to let us in. Anyone else who tries to enter may be killed on sight, and the other nobles would have no right to raise a complaint.

The barrier itself is invisible, covering the entirety of the fifty square mile area like a massive spherical dome. I also notice that it’s been constructed to conserve mana, it’s reactive, meaning it only activates fully upon detection. I can’t see all the details, but I’m sure there are some nasty mechanisms hidden somewhere within it.

One thing is certain, it’s far harder to leave than it is to get in. That much becomes clear as we pass through the temporary entrance the guards create for us, syncing together while pressing a key-shaped device to the barrier’s surface and channeling specific mana fluctuations through it.

Ennith stays behind as the three of us step inside. From the outside, the barrier was transparent, but from within, it turns a pale red, bathing the entire area in its faint crimson hue.

The barrier blocks sound, yet I can see the guards, and Ennith start to panic as a white blur of movement charges between them just before the barrier closes again. A white furry blur flashes past us too, near impossible to follow with the naked eye, before it dives into the bushes and disappears into a small patch of nearby trees.

The guards and Ennith stare in shock at where it went, then at us, and I wish them good luck explaining this to the Magistra.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Merry Christmas to everyone celebrating!

And thank you all for reading, commenting, reviewing, and all the nice stuff.

Quick update - Chapter 719 will come out tomorrow, but after that I will take a week long break. We just, more or less, completed Book 9 on Patreon, and when I finish a book, which happens about once every four months, I like to take a break like this. 

Just a little heads up before tomorrow’s chapter and the break!



                



Chapter 719 - In sync


                I only spend two seconds looking at the guards panicking behind the barrier before turning to Lily. “I’m going to look for Minion. I’ve tied a [Ley Line] to you so if anything happens, just pull on it and I’ll come to help.”

Before I fully lift into the air, she calls, “If she needs help, just teleport me there!”

I acknowledge it with a nod before boosting myself high into the air, then repeat the process a few more times to gather more speed as I head toward the highest point of the cupola. With my speed, it doesn’t take long. High up there, I reach for the mana inside my body to power a wave of perception that I send rippling out through the area in a single powerful pulse that encompasses the entirety of the fifty mile radius.

It is my first attempt at sending out such a wide area scan, but I use enough mana to make it work. The problem is the thousands of mana signatures I detect, as well as some stronger people inside who take notice and start trying to track me down.

I send another wave, which I modify on the spot, this time narrowing the search conditions even further after noticing the differences between all of the signatures. A big part of my mind in the background goes into overdrive and deep [Focus], and it combs through all of the results and their locations before the final result comes to me.

My mind snaps back into place, and I feel the strain it took, then I turn myself to fly in that direction. While I do, a smaller part of my mind is already sorting through ideas regarding the modifications I could be making to my wide area scans to make them more effective.

I detected Minion’s weak mana signature in a small house on the edge of what I guess is one of three smaller villages. There are four more signatures there with her, too, likely her gang. But before I get close to the village, a man and a woman fly into the air, preventing me from going further.

They’re wearing black uniforms, with a single small gem embedded in the middle of their foreheads, surrounded by faint inscriptions. It seems to serve the purpose of making their faces unrecognizable and disguising their true signatures. I only manage to see through it thanks to my Iris.

They seem to notice the Champion’s mark on me, but still get in my way. “Please identify yourself,” the man says.

His tone irks me, but I just say, “I’m here with the healer, both of us are here from the tutorial on a Beyond quest. Magistra Elaren probably informed you of our presence. Now get out of my way, I have to check on someone,” I add.

He doesn’t even blink and answers flatly, “I will ask you to allow us to perform a more thorough examination of the mark that’s been placed on you. Magistra isn’t aware of it yet, but we had intruders in the area who bore imitations of her marks in attempts to infiltrate.”

“Okay, but later,” I wave it off and push myself to fly between them, when a light flashes from him, and I reflexively raise my mana to deflect whatever he was trying to do.

My flight stops, and I lift my eyes back to him, which turn cold as he says, “I told you to stay put.”

They both stare me down coldly, and I feel my patience run out right then and there.

Looking at him, and acting without hesitation, I raise my mana, and they do the same, trying to match my speed to activate their skills. But neither of them is even close, despite being at a level similar to, if not higher than mine.

In a split second, I channel and compress multiple times the mana they both have combined. Boosted by kinetic energy, two arrows made of black mana shoot toward them, easily tearing through any mana-based defenses and piercing the man’s side and the woman’s leg.

They both move to remove them but find their mana being sucked away, as their flight falters at the same time. In addition to that, the area drains of the pale red hue that fills this place within the barrier, and I disrupt their attempts at activating their skills. One after another, I observe them and break their efforts apart before they can activate.

As they fall toward the ground, I push them faster with bursts of kinetic energy until they hit the ground hard, tearing up the earth in a blast of dust and debris.

Not giving them another look, I boost myself again. In a few seconds, I reach the place where I sensed the signature. It turns out to be a small house that looks old, if still solid. I notice a few traps placed around and watch as one activates the moment I step in front of the door. A mana-based attack flashes toward my head, clashing against the mana I’ve raised in defense. A single pulse from me wipes out most of the other traps that’ve been placed nearby.

My hand stops halfway toward the knob in a moment of hesitation. After all, the signature I sensed from Vega felt so weak and sickly.

I push that thought away and open the door, only to be greeted by a blast of kinetic energy to the face. Using Lioren’s Steelroot, I endure it and step into the room, saying, “I’m almost hurt, Minion. Such a terrible show of perception, failing to recognize your master. That’s not very common even among minions.”

Vega is the only person in the room standing. The rest, consisting of four other kids, are lying on the beds nearby, struggling to breathe and unconscious.

My minion’s eyes are hazy, and sweat clings to her forehead, making her hair stick to her skin. Even so, she smiles. “That was a welcome for an intruder on private property.”

Her voice is weak, and I can see she’s barely standing. Still, she stays upright, gripping a dagger streaked with dried blood from her earlier fights. Wounds mark her body, too.

In some ways, her condition looks worse than any of the kids lying unconscious. Yet this small thing still stands tall, trying not to show any hint of weakness, but I can tell that the kinetic attack she hit me with must have drained her, especially in a state like this.

I pull on the line connecting me to Lily to give her a signal, and she pulls back, letting me know she’s ready to be teleported to me.

“You should rest for a while, Vega,” I tell her gently, taking a step closer.

She just looks at me stubbornly. “I have to take care of my minions, they’re too dumb and weak to take care of themselves, and I’m responsible for them.” Then her expression softens, sadness flickering across her face as her voice weakens to a whisper. “I know you’re fake, just like before, and I’m hallucinating again. I just wish I could see you again, Master.”

As she stands there, her body sways, held up by sheer willpower, but she seems to be running out if her fragile voice is anything to go by, “Am I really going to die like this?”

The sight reminds me how weak she’s become and how terrible the past days must have been for her. Otherwise, Vega wouldn’t be in a state like this. She wouldn’t be talking like this.

A few steps bring me closer. I reach out and place my hand on top of her head before she can attack me. Frozen in surprise, she looks up at me with tired eyes and manages a small smile.

“So warm, just like Mas…” she starts to say, but I don’t let her finish.

Using kinetic energy, I gently shake her, knocking her unconscious before she can fall on her own. I catch her body and lift her up, realizing that she’s lost weight too. Her body is in a similar state to what it was when I saw her for the first time.

Finally, I pull on my [Ley Line] and teleport Lily to me. She appears and immediately looks around, spotting Vega in my arms, then rushes closer to place her hands on the young half-demon. Lily doesn’t say a word. She focuses completely, channeling her healing mana into Vega to ease her symptoms, and then continues examining her for several minutes.

“It’s weird,” she finally says. “I’ll need more time, but I’ve already healed her. I’m just not sure if it’ll come back.”

“That much is fine for now. Thank you, Lily,” I tell her.

Leaving her behind, I step outside, lifting the second seal on my heart and generating more thermal energy, which I redistribute into mana and store in the halo above my head. I give up on form and focus purely on functionality, so I don’t shape it into a crown, and leave it in the form of a simple halo.

Turning toward the place where I met the Magistra’s people, I reach in that direction with a will that turns sharp and cold. Two projectiles made of black mana tear themselves out of the bodies of the man and the woman, and fly at high speed toward me until they come to an abrupt stop as if slamming into an unseen wall. The black projectiles swirl and melt together before forming into the shape of an orb of darkness.

A deep breath. The image of my disciple barely standing on her legs flashes in my mind, and I reach out and grab the black orb in my fist. The pressure around me rises as my passives and active skills activate together, and my eyes start burning inside their sockets.

I squeeze tighter, and a shockwave and a deep thump bursts through the area, kicking up dust, shaking the leaves of the nearby trees, and sending a ripple through the yellow grass.

When I open my hand, the black orb is gone. Instead, particles of mana hang in the air, sucked toward the spinning mana halo above my head.

[Mana Manipulation - lvl 72 > Mana Manipulation - lvl 73]

[Accumulation - lvl 19 > Accumulation - lvl 20]

[Eclipse - lvl 50 > Eclipse - lvl 51]

[Eclipse - lvl 51 > Eclipse - lvl 52]

I take a step and appear in the air above the man and woman, right next to the mark I placed on them. They freeze in midair, held in place by my [Redistribution] and by the disruption working against their dwindling mana reserves. Taking my time, I circle around them and stop in front of their faces, letting their eyes move so they can see me clearly.

“You will bring every person working with you and Magistra Elaren to the place we met for the first time. You have one hour. After that, I will track you down,” I say, releasing my hold on them before teleporting again and reappearing inside the house. Lily is already laying an unconscious Vega on one of the beds and healing the other kids.

“Savant?” I ask her.

Glancing up, she says simply, “He walked off somewhere the moment you went looking for Vega.”

“Well, it doesn’t matter. We’ll find him later. Magistra seems to have her spec ops group here, too, and some other side has been sending in spies as well. Either Magistra doesn’t think we need to know, or that information hasn’t been reaching her. Either way, this situation might be more fucked up than we expected. In one hour, we’ll go meet those spies and get some information about what’s happening here.”

Lily nods, not letting this distract her.

While looking at Vega, who now seems more relaxed and finally seems to be sleeping properly, I think to myself out loud, “I usually like to take my time, gather information, and make preparations, but this time we’ll be more proactive right from the start. But tell me, do you care about this quest?”

Lily answers without hesitation, “Not at all, and you know that. Vega takes priority, so we’ll make sure she’s safe before this is all over.”

I knew she’d say that, but hearing it out loud makes me feel better.

“Good,” I say. “Then we’re in sync.”
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                    Merry Christmas to everyone! I hope you all get some good rest, good food, and a day or two with no stupid problems 🎄🎄🎄

 

As threatened, I will be taking a week long break, during which the chapters will pause everywhere, be it on Patreon or here.

Chapter 720 will come out at the usual time on January 2nd, 00:01 CET.





Thank you all for reading, and enjoy your holidays!



If you become too bored, you can always join the Discord and talk to others about the story, complain about me, check out all the HDT art, or just lurk around.

The Discord: https://discord.com/invite/s5ARCv7kfG



                



Chapter 720 - Guess who’s back, idiot!


                An hour later, Savant is still nowhere to be seen, doing whatever Savant does.

As I head alone toward the meeting spot, I notice a flash of white fur in the bushes as the noble lady’s pet follows me. Fen doesn’t howl or bark, just moves along quietly behind me. In a way, he almost looks like some spoiled youngest child who escaped his doting mother and is now exploring the outside world for the first time.

I’m just surprised the Magistra hasn’t come to get him yet. Maybe she wants to punish him by leaving him on his own. Maybe she can’t enter. That would be strange, though, since we could.

There’s also the possibility that they’re only trying to keep Champions out, maybe as some agreement between them and the demons. From what Vega’s told me, this planet’s Absolute is a demon, so it would make sense.

Or we’ve been lied to, and the illness can spread to Champions, too, and she doesn’t want to risk it. And my paranoid mind keeps going, tossing up more possibilities one after another while I prepare in case there’s a trap waiting for me.

But as far as I can sense, there is no trap, even though they are well prepared. Instead, a group of six people waits for me. Two more men with crystals in the middle of their foreheads, like the man and woman I met before, along with two women in white clothes, who I assume are healers.

“That’s it? This is all of you?” I ask as I approach them.

“You haven’t been informed of what to expect by the Magistra or her subordinates?” the man says suspiciously, showing no trace of the beating he took earlier.

“Maybe we were, maybe we weren’t,” I avoid answering, taking another step closer. “Go on, check your mark.”

Instead of doing so himself, he gestures to the woman beside him. She steps forward while the rest of the group stays silent. The crystal on her forehead lights up, releasing intricate mana wavelengths that I see clearly through my eye trait, though they are invisible to normal sight.

It doesn’t touch me, and I don’t feel any senses spreading through the area. It looks more like it’s reading something about me directly.

“At first glance, his mark seems original,” the woman says, though she continues her work. “It was placed a day ago by the Magistra herself, most likely. There are no mistakes like those we’ve noticed with the intruders.”

She keeps talking, her words meant for the rest of her group, but I keep watching her closely. Even though they try to hide it, I start noticing it, the same signs Vega had. They don’t seem fully focused or comfortable in their own skin. Their body temperature is elevated. Vega and her group had that same drained color, pale skin, and faint blue veins visible underneath. To an extent, this group has that too. Only the healers seem to be exceptions.

Well, so much for the illness not affecting people above level 100 yet.

A minute later, the woman finally stops. “The mark is genuine.”

“Thank you, Two,” the man says before turning to the other two men. “Three and Four, continue your task. Two, and I will explain the situation.”

The ones called Three and Four don’t say a word. They just turn and move away immediately. Especially Four. His movement catches my attention. He’s trying to hide it from me, but I can tell he’s the strongest of the group, very likely above level 400, and strong enough to take the other three at once if he wanted to.

Interestingly, he also looks the youngest out of them.

The man who seems to be the leader begins to explain, “The virus has been confirmed as man-made, likely created in a lab formerly located in this area. The lab has already been destroyed, preventing us from gathering more data. We don’t know if this place was chosen to start the spread or if there was another reason for the lab’s presence here. As for the organization responsible, we suspect it was formed by an exiled Champion from a neighboring kingdom known for its hatred of demons. His abilities don’t align with this kind of work, so we believe he had help in creating the virus if it was him.”

“Possibly an attendee on a Beyond quest?” I ask.

“It is unlikely, but it is one of the options. Another possibility is that he’s being backed by an Absolute or a Champion from another planet. Our current Absolute is not exactly known for his efforts to limit this kind of influence.”

“The Hornless Demon, that’s what he’s called, right?” I remember what Vega told me about her planet a long time ago.

“Yes, that’s what most people call him. In short, he’s a former slave who rose to become an Absolute and a perfectly fitting chaotic representative of his race. As dangerous as this situation is, at least we know he won’t interfere unless the entire demon race is in danger or something truly interesting happens.”

“And your side? I heard about the Bloody Hero and something about an Undying Dragon? But that’s not a real dragon, right?” I ask. Even as I speak, I feel a spark of hope. Vega told me all this back when we first met, and her words stuck in my mind with a powerful dose of curiosity. I want to see a dragon.

“I’m not sure how much the political situation on our planet will help you with your quest, but since it’s not classified information, I’ll tell you. The Bloody Hero is a Champion who once fought the Hornless Demon for the title of Absolute. He lost in the end but survived the battle. These days, he’s retired.”

I blink. “Retired?”

The man nods. “In the truest sense of the word. Our intel says he’s still wounded from that clash and can only unleash his mana a few more times before his body tears itself apart. Considering that, and the disappointment from his loss, as well as a kingdom that wanted to use him, he secluded himself in a forest. He built a cottage by the lake, where he insists on fishing every day despite his ongoing lack of success. He’s said to take disciples every once in a while, if he feels like it, and is considered to be a very… interesting person.”

Putting aside the cliché setup, I ask, “And the dragon?”

“It’s just a lesser Tarrasque that made its nest in a nearby kingdom. The common folk started calling it a dragon.”

“How disappointing.”

“It isn’t. A true dragon’s presence here would be catastrophic.”

“I stand by my prior statement,” I reply, repeating myself as we stop in front of the cottage. After I knock, Lily steps out, and I continue, “Your healers can talk with Lily. She’s already been examining some of the people with the illness, so you can compare notes. Is that okay?” I ask, speaking to Lily rather than them.

She smiles. “It’s okay. Vega should wake up soon, so be there when she does. I’ll learn as much as I can and then simplify it for you.”

“For some reason, I’m both insulted and very happy.”

“What are you leaning toward?”

“I refuse to answer,” I say, and seeing that Lily still holds her axes, I’m sure I don’t need to worry about her. In the worst case, I’ll rush in to help.

I watch as she walks toward the two female healers, who stare at her in surprise, and I wonder why. Is it the axes? Her young age? Or something only healers can sense? They bow deeply to her, and even the spy ops man and woman give polite greetings while asking if they can check for Magistra’s mark.

Leaving them to it and planning to come back later with a few more questions, I head inside.

Vega now has much better color, as do the other kids. Her gang consists of a well-dressed demon boy, a half-demon girl with shorter horns and yellow hair instead of white, and a strange dagger at her belt. Then there’s a human girl, about six years old, the youngest of the group, and a demon girl roughly Vega’s age.

Creating a Mana Block 2.0 chair, I pull it close and put more effort into isolating the mana I’m accumulating in my halo, which continues to grow as my Ignition Heart beats steadily. I focus on controlling the heat as well.

[Accumulation - lvl 20 > Accumulation - lvl 21]

It reminds me once again just how used I’ve gotten to having stronger people around me who can endure this kind of thing, and how easy it would be to hurt someone on the weaker end of things. Vega is already much stronger than an average human, and the planets we visit are tougher too, especially after a pairing or two. Before returning to Earth, I’ll have to put more effort into refining my control.

I take out a dried, mango-like fruit that was packaged for me in the manor and move it under Vega’s nose. Anger rises in me when I see her face up close, thinner and paler than before, but I push it down for now and let myself enjoy the presence of my very first disciple.

After doing this for nearly a minute, I start getting impatient and bored. I stop myself from poking her side, taking her condition into account, and instead put the piece of fruit on her nose, then grab more pieces, which I immediately start stacking there.

Minion moves a few times, causing the tower of fruit to collapse and scatter across her face and the bed, but I don’t let that stop me. I keep going, building a new one with fresh pieces. I had asked for plenty of fruit to be packaged, so I have more than enough to keep at it.

Just as I start my record attempt of six already stacked pieces, concentrating deeply on balancing the seventh, Vega scrunches her nose and sniffs a few times. The scent of the fruit makes her eyelids twitch before she slowly opens them, revealing her pretty red eyes, one of which has a golden circle around the pupil.

Her horns are still just as small as I remember them, black and pointy, and I doubt they’ll grow much bigger since she’s a half demon. Her light brown hair is longer now, too, falling past her shoulders, and she’s a little taller, too, which somehow makes me feel a bit sad.

They grow up so quickly.

Even before she fully recognizes what’s happening, Vega is already gathering both kinetic energy and mana in preparation, and her senses are the first thing she activates before her eyes even focus on me. Her control almost slips when she realizes who she’s looking at. Multiple scans wash over me, which I allow. She listens to my hearts and even reaches out to touch my chest right above where they beat.

The great Nosescraper of Fruitenburg Keep is now gone, destroyed, but I don’t mind in the least.

“Minion, what do we say when we almost die but pull through in the end?” I ask softly.

She blinks, then smiles brightly. “I lived, bitch!”

“Not that.”

“Guess who’s back, idiot!”

“Good one, but still not it.”

“I ain’t done yet?”

“You’re a lost cause,” I sigh and reach to grab one of her horns, shaking her lightly. “Well, don’t strain yourself. I’m here with a friend, and we’ll take care of everything.”

“Are you going to blow up the bad guys?” she asks, trying to focus on me while I shake her head.

“Possibly. Very likely. Yes. Fucking yes. Absolutely. Without question. So, how are…”

I don’t even get to finish. She gets up from the bed and jumps into my arms, pressing herself against me, her ear resting over my chest. She seems to realize it’s a bit harder now that she’s taller, but she doesn’t care and curls up like a small animal, refusing to move.

“What would your minions think if they could see you now?” I ask, looking down at her.

She looks up, confused. “Minions are dumb, Master. It’s expected for them not to understand certain things.”

Having no defense against that kind of logic, I nod. “I guess.”

“Master,” Vega whispers after a minute, her ear still pressed to my chest.

“Yes?”

“You’re really angry. I can hear it in your heartbeat.”

“Don’t worry about it, Minion. Now then, will you eat with me?”

“You aren’t going to go out? Someone’s been knocking on the door for a minute already.”

“Just some random secret ops guys I met along the way. Ignore them. They’ll get bored and leave soon.”

“It isn’t important?”

“Not at all.” 
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Chapter 721 - Fundamental theorem of minions


                “So, Minion, let me get this straight,” I say, grabbing her horn to make her look at me. “Your gang consists of some demon guy, who used to be a noble, and once kicked you when you were still a common street thief, and since then, his grandfather got eaten after trying to challenge what your people have been calling the Undying Dragon, nevermind that it’s not a dragon in the first place, and that guy has joined your gang after meeting you once again, by chance.”

“Yes! Tami said it’s a family tradition to challenge the Dragon, and that his father will challenge the Undying Dragon sometime in the next few decades, and after that, it’ll be Tami’s turn to challenge the Dragon too. Until his father does the challenge, Tami is disowned and sent out on the road to gather experience and become stronger!”

“What a lovely family tradition. And you took him in, despite the fact that he kicked you?”

“I beat him up a lot of times for that, and I still do it once in a while, just so he doesn’t forget that I’m still the leader! We’re also using his money to finance our group. He has a secret bank account his mom set up for him, so he’s very rich.”

“Good job, Minion.”

“Thank you!”

“The blonde half-demon girl with the talking dagger is your cook and healer. You saved her from villagers who tried to throw her to a monster they were worshipping as their deity?”

“Yup! She’s from an old family that went broke, and she found her dagger in a secret room in the ruins of their old house. Master, that dagger has a very nasty personality too, so watch out, but please don’t destroy it. Liira likes it a lot.”

“Yes, yes. The human girl?”

“She was living on the streets like me before, and we caught her trying to steal from us. She’s really good at it, too, and super fast! We probably wouldn’t have caught her if the dagger hadn’t started screaming.”

“And the demon girl?”

“She’s my rival, Tykka! She’s strong and very mysterious, never talks about herself, the only thing we know about her is that she complains about her father sometimes. But she saw my greatness and joined my group of minions. You can be rude to her and call her heart weak, Master. Actually, please do it!”

“Okay. I’m sure I’ll forget their names in a matter of minutes, Minion.”

“It’s fine! They’re my minions, and by extension, yours too. They need to earn their names.” Vega nods seriously, and it makes me remember giving her hers.

“That is true,” I agree with her, “minionship is a transitive property as proven by the fundamental theorem of minions.”

“I have no idea what that means, but sure!”

After that, she continues to ramble on about her adventures. I look at her and feel a bit sad. It’s a strange feeling, seeing her move about on her own without me, living her own stories and life.

Then she says something outrageous, and I focus back on the conversation. “You did what, Minion?”

“We heard there’s a big weapon under the lake that can blow things up and…”

“Not that.”

“We delved into the cave of a Wolfbear?”

“Not that either.”

“Oh! Our plan to sell the dagger at an auction and then steal it back afterwards?”

“Minion, the last thing you mentioned.”

“The part where we were staying in an inn and the dagger heard, through the wall and a barrier, that someone was talking about a virus that still needed a bit more work before it was ready, and that no demons would survive once it was done?”

“Yes, that. How did the dagger hear it?”

“Oh, the dagger doesn’t have eyes or ears, so it listens to vibrations or something fancy like that, Master. It said it can translate them into speech. It’s very cool but also very dumb. The dagger said people who set privacy barriers aren’t used to its kind of senses. I think it was trying to show off.”

“Seems like it. Do you know what the people talking looked like?”

“We never saw them.”

“So you heard about it and decided to stay here?”

“We wanted to sell the information, but we got sick and…” she pauses, lifting her head from my chest to look at me. “Master, when you came here… was I… weak?”

“What do you mean, you tried to blow off my head.” I ruffle the top of her head and press her back against my chest while I think out loud, feeding her pieces of fruit that she nibbles on. “This Beyond quest stinks.”

“I pwomise it’s not me, I wash a loth,” she mumbles with her mouth full, still chomping on the food I give her.

“Minions do not stink because their master taught them to wash regularly, even though they resisted when they first met him.”

“Yesh!” she chews and talks at the same time.

“What do we do with stinky minions?”

“We throw them into the volcano!”

“Good,” I say, tapping the top of her head. “Don’t forget to drink too. They had some nice things to drink, and I brought some along for you, so don’t let them go to waste. And save some for your group, too.”

“I will. Master, are…” she stops mid-sentence as the doors open and Lily enters awkwardly, a slight smile on her face.

“I’ve been knocking for a while, so I thought you might not have heard,” Lily says apologetically from the doorway.

“It wasn’t the spy guys trying to annoy me while I’m resting with my minion?” I ask.

“Not really. I gathered the information, dealt with them, and sent them away a while ago.”

“Lily, you know you could have come inside any time. This place is my minion’s fortress, and its no suspicious spies are allowed, but you healed her, so you get entrance for life. Right, Minion? Tell her right away.”

“That’s true!” Vega says. “But this place isn’t mine, we’re just renting it from a guy called Randy. I think he’s scamming us, so we’ll steal the money back afterwards, along with everything not glued to the floor, just as you taught me, Master.”

“See, Lily, you’re allowed in.”

“Nat, why do I have a feeling you ignored a big part of what she said?”

“Don’t sweat it. The spies?”

“As you said, they work for Magistra. This place is currently under her jurisdiction and that of two more of the kingdom’s Champions. To enter, you need to follow procedures. Even Magistra can’t come in without the others noticing or allowing it.”

“How about the other spies our spies met?”

“It’s likely a Champion from outside this kingdom, stronger than any of the three here, who’s able to enter freely. One and Two think this Champion might be behind the lab and everything connected to it. Or, if you want to be more paranoid, they lied to me, and it is something else.”

“Yeah, I wouldn’t trust them too much. Did you learn anything from the healers?” I ask.

“They… they tried their best, but they aren’t very good at this, Nat. They didn’t even notice they were infected themselves, and they couldn’t heal One and Two, so I cleansed all of them.”

I look at this petite black-haired healer and wish I’d seen the expressions on their faces when she did that. I doubt they expected her to be this capable. At this point, I even suspect she may have removed the illness completely, not just suppressed the symptoms and recharged their bodies.

“Don’t they have any better healers?” I ask her.

Lily shakes her head. “These are some of the best this kingdom has. Most of the stronger healers belong to the Healer Guild, and they’re located in an impartial Kingdom. They work for money, items, and promises, staying neutral to any kingdom, demon, or human. But they don’t even have a Champion healer here. The best one is just under level 400. Demons aren’t great healers, and the humans still haven’t quite recovered since the last world war.”

Turning to Vega, I ask, “Is that true, Minion?”

“I have no idea, Master.”

“As expected, my minion’s mental abilities remain insufficient, proving once again that minions are too weak to think for themselves and must depend on their master.”

“Master?”

“Yes, Minion?”

“You said you came here on a Beyond quest. Did you know what it was about before you came?” the sneaky little devil asks.

Lily giggles from the side, but I keep the same expression and hold Vega’s gaze. Without answering, I pick up another piece of fruit and shove it into her mouth. When she tries to speak, I push in another, then another, until she can’t talk anymore and has only two choices, either spit the food out or chew. But I know her. There’s no way she’ll waste food, so she keeps chewing with determination.

Once again, I turn to Lily. “Still no signs of our most cowardly companion?”

“None.”

“Sounds about right. So, what do we know about the virus?”

“Not that much. They don’t know how it spreads or where exactly it came from, though they suspect the destroyed lab. The process starts slowly, with slightly increased temperature and fatigue. You stop being able to keep anything down, then your body starts getting colder, muscles stiffen, and you lose control over movement. Around that point, hallucinations begin. After the hallucinations, you pass out and might wake up once or twice if you’re strong enough. Then comes the coma, and so far, they haven’t been able to awaken anyone who reached that point.”

“That it?”

“Yes. During the coma, you continue to weaken, probably having a few more hallucinations along the way, and without waking up, you slowly starve or die of dehydration. Higher-level individuals can probably endure it for weeks, maybe months, if someone takes care of them.”

“Are Vega’s friends in a coma?”

“I think so. But if I did it properly, I healed them, so they should wake up soon. Vega’s been really strong, you know. They all seem to have been infected around the same time, and she lasted the longest.” Lily smiles.

As silly as my minion is, I can feel her heartbeat speeding up at the compliment, even though she tries not to show it.

So weak.

 







 

An hour later, the kids start to wake up, too. I give up on remembering their names and simplify them for my own sanity. The noble asshole demon boy who kicked Vega so long ago, the little human thief girl, the half-demon girl with the talking dagger, and the mysterious demon girl, Vega’s rival.

How much better the world would be if everyone were named like that.

The first to wake up is the mysterious rival demon girl. Like Vega, she immediately starts scanning and reinforcing her body, but she freezes when she sees Vega sitting on my lap with her ear pressed against my chest.

“I won, Tykka! I beat the illness first!” my disciple lies shamelessly.

The mysterious girl blinks, then glances at Lily before turning her eyes back to me. “Going by the way you look… are you her master?” she asks.

“Yes.” I nod.

“It’s all your fault she’s like this,” she says flatly, leaving me wondering what exactly she means. As far as I know, Vega is perfect the way she is.

“Vega didn’t mention you had any healing skills, so I guess correctly that the one who healed us is this woman?” The mysterious girl gestures toward Lily.

Lily answers before I can. “I’m Lily, and yes, I’m the one who healed you. But please don’t think you owe me anything.”

“In that case, thank you, Lady Healer Lily. My name is Tykka.”

“Nice to meet you, Tykka.”

Before their conversation can continue, the two others start waking up, rolling around on their beds, and groaning from the leftover pain. The noble demon boy and the half-demon girl with the dagger start talking over each other, asking questions nonstop.

The mysterious girl answers some of them, Vega mocks them, I introduce myself, and Lily does the same.

Then the dagger starts shouting. Apparently, it had been asleep along with its owner until now.

“Where are the simpletons who dared to put my wielder in such a state? And who are these two failing to kneel before my presence? Release me against that wretch, my wielder, before I mistake your hand for vermin and curse it to rot! And you…” The blade calls toward Vega, “Loudmouthed brat with the intellect of boiled cabbage. How many times must I endure your screeching before I consider splitting my own edge just to end the misery? Were you not the leader of this band of idiots, I might almost pity you. As for you, my wielder, how could you have fallen into such a state? I’ve met liches with more vitality in their bones than you have in your sickly body. And what is this I see? A healer? You have the presence of one who acts innocent and hides a mischievous mind. Do not feign modesty in front of me, woman! I sense the confidence of one who knows her craft too well to ever be gentle.”

After that long outburst, silence fills the room. When I look down at Vega, she just looks back at me with a shrug. “It always talks like this. We’ve gotten used to it,” she whispers, as if trying not to let the dagger hear.

Then the dagger continues, louder than before. “Now, which of you halfwits wanted to put me up for auction? Speak quickly so I can decide whose tongue to remove first. I’d rather spend eternity buried in mud than tolerate another hour among such a collection of delinquents and fools. Honestly, if this is a company of heroes, as you, who call yourself our leader, have claimed, then the world deserves to burn.”

At that moment, a knocking sounds on the door. This time, I bother to check the signature outside before calling, “Come in.”

The door opens, and Savant enters, his clothes slightly burned and showing signs of damage, probably from a fight. The dagger starts shouting again, even louder.

Looking down at Vega, who’s shouting back at it with clear joy in her eyes, I can’t help but notice how much fun she’s having.

Savant stays near the door, taking it in with the patience of a man too tired to care.

            


Chapter 722 - What the doctor said


                All of us stare at Savant, who simply stares back. His eyes turn toward Vega resting against my chest, then to the rowdy bunch of kids. At least the dagger stays quiet, shut tight like it’s scared of this man. I notice it hasn’t trash-talked me either. Smart thing, I was fully ready to throw it into the water to let it rust or rot or whatever.

“Yo,” I greet Savant.

“Hello,” he answers while entering the house and walking straight into the living room, which already starts looking crowded. “Can you heal me? I think I got infected as well,” he says, directing his words toward Lily.

Without even moving from her spot, Lily furrows her brow a little. I feel the faint movement of her mana brushing against Savant. Then she says simply, “Done.”

Everyone in the room goes silent, so quiet that Lily shifts, clearly uncomfortable. “W-what? I’ve already removed it twelve times, and I changed the formula so I could do so across a wider area. With a proper [Sacrifice], I could probably channel it through a small city block all at once.”

“I see,” I nod, then look at Savant. “Is that normal?”

“Nothing about how she heals is normal,” he says. “Aside from that, while you two were busy with whatever this is, I’ve been examining the barrier and this place we’ve found ourselves in. I absorbed portions of the virus at multiple stages, along with part of the barrier for examination, and checked a few locations. I think I’ve more or less pieced things together.”

“It’s the barrier, right?” I ask.

Savant opens his mouth, then closes it again.

“Your eyes prove themselves useful at times,” he says. “Yes, but not exactly. I suspect the illness originally came from somewhere around here, but later, after the barrier was created, it was modified to promote mutation in the illness.”

“To make it more deadly?” I ask and watch the small human girl pass by him to grab some food from the table. While she does, I notice her slipping a few extra bits away, hiding them in what looks to be dozens of pockets stitched all over her clothes.

“That’s something our healer should be able to answer soon,” Savant says.

At that, we all turn to Lily again. She gestures for the human girl to come closer, then offers her another piece of fruit. The girl snatches it fast, silent as a shadow.

Lily says, “I have my suspicions, but I’m not sure yet. I think some people would survive even without healing, and the coma would stop after a while. Many of the low-level ones would die of hunger or thirst, but not directly from the illness itself.”

“But even if the coma ended, the illness wouldn’t disappear completely, right?” Savant asks. When the little thief walks past him again, he stops her, holding out his hand and saying, “Give it back.”

She freezes, staring up at him with big eyes, but Savant doesn’t move an inch. The girl digs into her many pockets, pulling out mana stones, crystals, and bits of metal, which she returns to him. Savant takes them, then turns to Lily again.

“I don’t know,” Lily answers his question.

I look at him. “What do you think?”

“I think someone grew the original virus in a lab for whatever reason. Then the Magistra noticed it and, instead of dealing with it, decided to use it. She and the others released it, built the barrier, and made changes to let the virus develop further using what they found in the lab. The goal is likely to make it seem as though the virus was cleansed, when in fact they only intend to make it dormant and undetectable to the few healers this planet has. Then they would’ve removed the barrier, let the people leave, and infect others with the new strain. We were probably invited here so no one would suspect them, and so they could develop it further.”

“How cowardly!” the noble demon boy interrupts, “Magistra Elaren is known to hate demons, but to take it to this pathetic extent? She should have just challenged and killed as many of us by herself as she could!”

My minion’s rival shakes her head, “Even among the people of this kingdom, she’s not very well liked. If she went around killing thousands of demons without a reason, one of the Absolute’s enforcers would notice and deal with her.”

I tap the head of the minion in my lap, “Minion, who are the Absolute’s Enforcers?”

“I have no idea, master.”

“I guess it doesn’t matter then. You can always let your minions deal with these kinds of things. But minion, you should still try to pick up a little on your own, at least while you are still weak.”

“I will!”

“You!” a strong voice interrupts, stopping all conversation. It is my minion’s rival, pointing a finger at me. “You are nothing like what she told us about.”

“Am I not?” I ask with a tilted head.

The girl, who seems to be a noble like this demon boy but is trying to hide it, shakes her head vehemently. “Firstly, she said you are the most handsome person we would ever see. That is not true. Even this man, who just arrived, is better looking.”

Catching the stray compliment, Savant lifts his eyes from his hand, the same one he was already drawing on with mana-conductive paint. His long black hair flows down from his head, and his clear green eyes look at her curiously. The demon girl even blushes slightly at that.

But she doesn’t stop. “All these nice things you did for Vega, she told us about them. Handsome, strong, caring, just like a demon prince from the stories. I really wanted to see what you would look like. Meanwhile, here you are, just like her.”

“Fight me to the death! I won’t let such an insult to my master pass!” Vega shouts, and I hold her in my arms, covering her mouth, causing her to mumble something into the palm of my hand.

Turning to my minion’s rival, I shrug. “Don’t think I’m not taking things seriously, Teeka. I do. I just don’t see any reason to be so somber and serious all the time. I had enough of that before the tutorial. I like to enjoy the small things in my life as they come. Things like bullying my cute minion.” As I say that, I keep Vega’s mouth covered but use my other hand to tap on her tiny pointy horns.

My grand-minion faces me for a bit, and I calmly return her gaze until she looks away while mumbling, “My name is Tykka.”

“Tykka, I think he’s cool! He has multiple hearts, just like the Hornless Demon!” the noble boy calls out, standing up with a swift movement. “Cool for a human, of course,” he adds with a bright smile.

“You, sit back down,” I say.

As quickly as he stood, he plops back on his butt. I let go of my hand from Vega’s mouth. “Vega, you said the girl with the dagger is your first minion, healer, cook, and something else, right?”

“Liira also deals with finances, so we don’t get scammed. Tykka and Tami have no idea how much things are worth and tend to pay ten times more than they should, and Mini would just steal any money she got,” Vega says happily. “Liira is also good at talking to people without insulting them, so they don’t want to fight us all the time. She’s really good at coming up with excuses and acting innocent. She also cleans the house sometimes because the others are lazy, and…”

“Okay, okay, what a sad girl,” I say, gesturing at the blonde half-demon with the dagger. “Are you okay with that? I can tell Vega to stop.”

“It’s okay. I owe her my life.” This is the first time I hear Liira speak, and her voice sounds more mature and responsible than all the others combined.

“If you say so. But Vega is dum… silly sometimes, so she doesn’t always notice things as she should. If it gets to be too much, or if you want something, tell her directly. She’s a good girl in the end. Also, I heard you’re a healer. Is that true?”

“I can heal a little, yes.”

“Good. Lily can show you a trick or two while we work on my plan. Can you?” I turn to Lily.

“No problem at all,” the tiny bulldozer smiles. “But Nat, you have a plan?”

“Yup,” I say simply, “In the end it’s obvious, and the fact that Alfalfa Fennel-Tart Velveeta Corndog Del Muffin en Lint Asphalt Valhalla Macarena is still outside proves I’m right.”

“I have never in my life heard a name butchered so much. You know it’s Albaris Fen’Thane Vel Corin Del Vassel en Lys Aster Valcour Miradine,” Savant says from the side, clearly trying to pick a fight.

I ignore him, and I lean back in my chair, petting Vega on top of her head like she is some evil lair master’s cat, and explain to the kids gathered, “The lab belongs to Magistra, and someone destroyed it before the virus was ready. So she and the two other Champions made a barrier that she modified to slowly finish the work, assuming that wasn’t always the plan. Maybe the other Champions are gullible, or maybe they’re in on it. Next, she sent in some of her spy ops, submitted the beyond quest, but make no mistake, every one of these people is an acceptable sacrifice to her, so she can distance herself from this. That’s why she also abandoned that six-legged rat. She couldn’t find a better healer to work with, so Lily, being one of the best healers in Beyond at the moment, is here so Magistra can observe her final work and modify the virus further.”

“That’s a lot of assumptions,” Savant says without even lifting his eyes from his hand as he continues painting his inscriptions.

“I could be wrong about a thing or two, but that should be the gist of it.”

“Before you do anything rash, we can still spend a few more days trying to confirm that theory,” he says.

“Sure,” I answer back to his obvious surprise. “Let’s be patient, right?”

I stand up and set my minion back on the floor before moving onto the bench next to Savant and putting my arm around his shoulders. “Savi, we’re buds, right? Old rivals, friends even! Just remember all the memories we’ve built together and all the times we tried to kill each other.”

“Stop touching me. What do you want?”

“Come on, Savi, I know you’ve got some mana hidden away, a lot of it even. Honestly, a scary amount. You’re sitting there pretending like you’re tapped out, but I can smell it. It’s got this faint tingle to it, like ozone.”

“You can’t smell mana,” Savant says.

“Oh, yes, I can. It’s a gift. Or maybe a curse. Either way, you reek of it. Don’t even try to hide it. I just need a little bit of mana, that’s it, I swear.”

“I’m not hiding anything. I’m empty.”

“Empty? Ha! That’s exactly what someone with too much mana would say. I know you have some. Really, just a little bit, Savi. Just a drop… though all of it would work better.”

“You’re ridiculous.”

“Ridiculous and suffering from severe mana deficiency, that’s what the doctor said, right?” I turn to Lily.

Taken aback, she quickly regains her composure and nods a few times.

I turn back to the man. “Don’t make me start sniffing around like a truffle pig, because I will. And it won’t be dignified for either of us.”

“How can you sense it?” Savant asks, dropping the drawing and looks at me after pushing my hand away.

I let the golden circles of my Mana Wavelength Iris glow in the dimly lit room. “I have good eyes. I can see the Sword of Aeons and where it’s been absorbed into your body. And even though you’re trying to hide it, I can see the amount of mana you’ve got stored away in there. Did you naturally generate it over a long time and store it, or did you come up with a new way to absorb others’ mana and keep it there?”

For a long moment, he seems to think before ignoring my question entirely and asking, “What do you want it for?”

“It’s simple, really. We’re going to break the barrier and make a show so big that the Absolute shows up to check it out, hoping for a good fight. Trust me, Savi, I know demons. That asshole will come running.”

            


Chapter 723 - That’s what I’ll do


                It’s been a day. I spent some of that time exploring the area, even talking with Magistra’s spy guys, trying, out of curiosity, to get a bit more information about the woman and why she might hate demons so much. I do it carefully, trying not to throw them off in case they might actually be working with her.

I learn nothing. My communication skills remain just as pathetic as always, and I find myself missing Tess, Channeler, and any other high level extrovert.

Lily told me she removed the virus from me without me even noticing, and that she will do it again if needed, so I don’t worry about catching it again as I walk between the quiet villages. Plenty of their people are staying inside their rooms, soon to fall into comas if they haven’t already. Others are barricaded in, the lucky ones who haven’t caught the virus yet and refuse to let anyone near them.

The guards are overworked, doing their best to keep people from killing each other while hoping that whoever put the barrier in place will come to help them, not realizing they’re like a bunch of rats thrown into a box to be experimented on. Rats that will spread a virus capable of wiping out a good chunk of the demon race.

 







 

On the second day, I’m once again out on one of my strolls while Savant and Lily stay near my minion and her minions. My eyes glow most of the time, active, watching the barrier and its fluctuations. It’s insane work. Inscriptions overlapping, self-repairing layers, reaction chains built into reaction chains.

I let my mind ride the small shifts in wavelengths of the barrier like waves. The glow in my eyes flickers every now and then as I test a section, then pull back before it notices. It’s fascinating, actually. Only my mental techniques and experience with evil orbs, combined with [Focus], keep my mind from sizzling out my ears. After all, the barrier was made by at least one Champion, possibly with modifications from two more.

There’s no question in my mind that I can break it. It doesn’t matter how many protocols there are or how much higher level the person who made it might be.

I can’t kill Magistra with my own hands, but I can make sure to attract someone who can. That’s what I said I’d do, and that’s exactly what will happen.

 







 

Later that night, I return to the house, only to notice my minion outside near one of the bushes, leaning over something. I hear wet slurping noises and tiny growls that make Vega’s muscles tense up.

My first instinct is to throw an antomic bomb her way and take out the second presence, but then I recognize it.

Walking a bit closer, the view opens up. Fen is there, skittish, his head barely poking out from the bushes as he hungrily eats some sort of wet food that looks like one of those cheap cat-food pâtés. The six-legged fennec is slurping it right from Vega’s bare hand, and she’s smiling as she feeds him.

The noble lady’s pet is disheveled, his perfect white fur from a few days ago is dirty now, matted, and burned in spots. The luxurious vest he was wearing is nearly gone now, just a few scraps of cloth held together by hopes and prayers.

I have never seen something so undignified. As he eats, he dirties his fur even more, with nearly his whole mouth smeared with whatever food he’s devouring.

“Master,” Vega notices me and speaks softly so she doesn’t spook the little animal. “Look what I found. He was so hungry.”

Fen looks at me too and barks, clearly reading my thoughts from my expression, then chomps on the food at a speed and hunger that makes it look like he might choke.

“I think he was dying of hunger, and I saved him,” Vega continues to explain.

Fen barks at me again in that whiny tone that’s practically begging me to stop looking at him like that.

“Holy fuck, dude, it’s only been two days,” is all I manage to get out in a response.

A tear appears in the corner of his eye as he keeps eating, looking like he’s about to cry, and that makes him choke a little.

Vega, unaware of my past with the animal, keeps smiling. Behind her back, she reaches for something I think might be more food for the hungry fox.

It is a knife.

Vega pulls it out of sight of the tiny animal, and in that same soft voice, she says, “He’s quite big, and even though dirty, he seems healthy. He’s bigger than the rats I used to eat before I met you, master.”

Fen’s chomping slows down by a half right at that moment.

That makes Vega stretch her hand toward him more, smearing his snout with whatever she’s feeding him. “Master, I’m not sure how he survived to adulthood. He’s so dumb, and just a bit of food got him to come this close. But it doesn’t matter. I’m sure he’ll taste nice, and I’ll prepare him for you so we can share the meal together,” she continues in that soft voice to not spook her target and whose tone doesn’t match her words at all.

At this point, Fen isn’t even eating anymore.

Vega swings her dagger, but Fen dodges swiftly and moves out of her reach, barking as he runs away.

“Raaooooooooww! Yap-yap!”

“Master, get him!” Vega shouts, standing up to run after him, but I halt her movements with kinetic energy and just look at the back of the incredibly quick, fleeing animal.

Maybe this isn’t one of the mythical beings Lissandra was talking about so much.

Or maybe her comparing me to them was an even worse insult than I thought?

 







 

On the third day, I spend my time in the minions’ home base preparing. At first, I wanted to run around inside the barrier to hunt whoever was responsible, but that responsible asshole is already outside the barrier, so all my energy goes into screwing her over.

Savant and Lily visit a few villages while Lily checks on the people, mostly confirming her theory that they’re in no real danger for now. Still, she heals as many as she can with her reserves, focusing mostly on children or the old and weak. Knowing her, I’m sure she’d heal the entire eight-hundred-person village if she could. But she can’t. As I’ve told her so many times, she just needs more mana.

They get attacked once while returning, the clash ending with Savant killing the people who tried. None of them were from Magistra’s spec ops, and we still aren’t sure if they’re just throwaways or if they’ve been sent here to make sure things go according to plan.

A tug on my clothes pulls me out of my thoughts, and when I look to my left, the young thief stands there, gesturing first at Vega sleeping with her head against my chest and then at herself.

Getting what she wants since she’s done it before, I ask, “What are you willing to pay?”

Smiling faintly, she quickly reaches into her clothes and takes out a small piece of dried sweetened fruit, the one she must have noticed I enjoy the most. I’m also sure she stole all the pieces I’d been saving just so she could use them for trade like now. How shrewd.

“Okay, your offer is accepted,” I say and reach out to take the piece from her.

She pulls her hand back and shakes her head, making me stop as she outstretches her hand instead to feed me the fruit.

I notice bits of dust and lint from her clothes clinging to it and furrow my brow. Then I look back at her as she smiles at me, quiet and shy.

Like the animal I am, I chomp on the piece of fruit and start chewing.

The tiny thief then rushes away and comes back with her own blanket. She lies down with her head on my leg, curls up, and covers herself before falling asleep with impressive speed.

Unable to move anymore, I close my eyes and continue working on the array in my mind and the mental protocols and processes I plan to launch once I’ve got everything ready.

I know my black mana attracts Champions like moths to the light, even if only out of curiosity, but for the Absolute to notice, it will need to be truly large scale. Coincidentally, likely big enough to fulfill one of my Absolute Candidate quest requirements. Totally coincidentally.

That much should be enough to erase this shitty barrier, with Lily and Savant handling the remainder. After all, my black mana only really affects mana itself, and whatever modifies the virus will probably release some weird, if useless particles once the mana powering it is gone.

At least that’s what Savant said, and that guy absorbed a piece of it, so he’d better know.

I can’t even bring myself to be all that annoyed with him. That man is patient to the point it’s probably unhealthy, but he keeps improving. I’ve noticed him using kinetic energy, and it’s not bad. Then there’s the Sword of Aeons, which he’s stuffed to the brim with mana, and he still refuses to tell me if it’s his or something he absorbed, hiding his true capabilities.

He must have seen me holding all this mana and gotten jealous, deciding to use the best mana battery in Eladore, even if it has been nerfed and broken.

Not that long ago, he told me he absorbed a tiny piece of my black mana during our duel in the tournament. So I wonder if observing it helped him improve his [Absorption] to the point he can now absorb other people’s mana.

Who am I even lying to? I’m sure that asshole did exactly that.

“You shouldn’t try to summon the Hornless Demon here,” my minion’s rival says, interrupting my thoughts and speaking quietly. More than worrying about waking up my minion and the thief girl, she also seems like she’s afraid of waking up the dagger, which finally shut up a few minutes ago.

“Do you know him?” I ask.

“No, I don’t,” she says, but even without using my thermal or kinetic senses, I can tell she’s lying. Just a ten or twelve year old girl, still lacking experience in this sort of thing.

“Well, too bad,” I answer.

“You could die.”

“I could die falling off my bed in a funny way, and breaking my neck.”

“You don’t know how he is.”

“Neither do you.”

“I…” she stops herself and groans. “You’re just a stupid human.”

“That’s xenophobic,” I say.

She looks like she’s about to start throwing things at me, so I continue simply, “Let’s say I don’t do anything, and in a few days, we return to Beyond. We stay inside the barrier until then, and Lily heals as many people as she can. Let’s also say that by the time we leave, no one has the virus anymore.”

I look at her, but she stays silent, so I go on. “The barrier will stay. Magistra will modify the virus using what she’s learned from watching Lily heal it, then she’ll do it again. My minion, you, and your whole gang will get sick again, only to be released later and spread it over the coming weeks, maybe years, or however long the dormant stage lasts. Or she might just kill you all since you’ve been in such close contact with us. Maybe her spies are here to do exactly that.”

As I say this, I raise my mana, mark my minion and every other kid here, and let kinetic energy circulate through my body. My eyes shift toward one of the walls, sensing something in the distance beyond it.

A cold smile spreads on my face.

How amusing. They’re trying something like that against me?

I turn back to my minion’s rival. “Don’t move, okay?”

Then the attack reaches us, and the entire house around us explodes in a large-scale bombardment. At the same moment, I raise a barrier around us all.

            


Chapter 724 - Under attack


                The debris fills the air as I slide into deep [Focus], powered by black mana, causing the world to look as if time itself has slowed.

Minion is sleeping against my chest, the little thief with her head on my leg, and my minion’s rival closes her eyes in a flash.

My mana reaches out and fills the area as [Eclipse] drains all color from the space around us. Everything halts midair, held by my [Redistribution].

Another attack is heading our way, but I look in its direction and send my mana ahead. Reading its fluctuations and observing how it works, I tear it apart, turning it into a barely dangerous gust of mana. [Eclipse] grows stronger, draining all the mana in the area. I put up a barrier around the sleeping children to block off the sound, while my kinetic energy smooths out the vibrations.

Another three attacks shoot towards us as I continue to sit there, fully observing them all even before they are halfway here. I just glance at the only conscious demon girl, who stares at me now with big, wide open eyes. I gesture for her to be quiet with a finger over my lips, and the halo over my head spins widely. Like liquid, my mana gathers over us and expands further like waves crashing outwards, covering the place in a mist made of blue mana now rendered visible to the eye, especially in the black and white area.

An attack crashes against it, and two more follow, causing it to blow up, grow in size, and then shrink as I choke out the explosion. Like a whirlpool, I move my mana and turn it into a barrier that deflects another attack to the side in an explosion of bright light, then the last one hits, a projectile that breaks apart into the particles that crash against the barrier. They bounce into the air, looking like a myriad of glowing stars.

I gather all that mana, compressing it down into the form of a single projectile that takes on a tricolored sheen before it starts glowing bright white and shoots off with a sonic boom toward the attack’s origin. The boom of the launch only slightly ripples the water in the glass next to me, and my minion furrows her brow, but quickly calms down as I place my hand on her head, and she continues to sleep.

My eyes pierce through the concealment barriers set in the distance, and I see multiple attacks being prepared. It is one of the spies, the young man called Four, channeling more mana and replenishing it for further bombardment.

The next attack I shoot at him bounces off a single segment of an angled barrier and flies high into the air, where it explodes against the pale red barrier the Magistra herself has set.

Mid-preparation, Four stops, as if sensing my gaze, and looks toward me. I observe him through the strengthened sight Tess has been mentoring me in, and I see a magnifying field around him, which he seems to be using like binoculars.

His channeling speeds up even more, and three differently modified projectiles start to float near him.

With a pulse of kinetic energy, I send all the debris around us away in a burst, then create hundreds of mana orbs floating all over the place. They gather higher in the air above me, and I place marks on some of them before infusing them with thermal energy. I launch them forward, glowing like a stream of bullets from a warship’s minigun.

Four raises his barrier, even sacrificing one of his three attacks to reinforce it. My projectiles hammer against it, some exploding on impact while others ricochet away in glowing arcs, lighting the area with bursts of golden flames.

Even though that, he continues preparing his attacks and is about to launch another one when I compress a chunk of my mana and send a tricolored orb through the mark on one of my orbs just before it hits him. The huge tricolored orb materializes there, exploding and sending a shockwave followed by heat from the friction before everything rushes back in a powerful pull to fill the vacuum.

Four isn’t there anymore, but I track his signature and watch as he steps out of a nearby tree trunk, as if walking through it.

Before he’s even fully out, [Empyrean Lance] reaches him, and he barely dodges by leaning back, returning to the tree to teleport again. That tree explodes in another barrage of thermal projectiles, and once again, he lifts his barrier to defend himself.

The two attacks he launched before teleporting away don’t even reach halfway toward us. I expand my [Eclipse] even further, choking them out, tearing them apart from a distance with just a part of my mind focused on it.

The debris fills the air as I watch him touch a piece of wood and vanish, as if he is pulled inside of it. His teleportation does not seem to be long range, and I track the shifts of mana far in the distance, and I’ve already grasped his signature.

He appears half a mile away, but my projectile is there before he even steps out. Tied to that projectile is a [Ley Line].

Just as he exits the tree, a blaze of thermal energy explodes there, reaching high into the air and burning the area in wild golden flames that move like a living creature.

My mind strains as I sense multiple signatures. He tries to confuse me, but I filter them out and lock onto the correct one just as he steps out of another tree, though he’s faster this time with the shorter distance. His body is burned, and the skin on his face is sizzled and blackened, blinding him in one eye.

Instead of another attack, a cloud of my mana fills the area before he even enters it. As I once did long ago in the tunnels under the Old Capital and the living tree towering over it, I materialize translucent mana limbs from the new cloud. They grab his arms, legs, and throat. I push more mana through the [Ley Line] that connects me to that place and disrupt his attempts to teleport, which I can read clearly from where I sit.

For a moment, it looks like he might escape, but I form a small projectile made of black mana in front of me and launch it at him while my mana limbs hold him in place so he cannot dodge. The projectile stabs into the middle of his chest. It is not large or dramatic, barely as thick and long as my pinkie, but it shatters every attempt he makes to escape.

He reaches for the items on his body, but then I pull. My mana arms tear off his legs, and the limbs holding his arms slam him into the ground. Before he can react, two more mana limbs pull in opposite directions, and one of his arms rips free from its shoulder socket.

I cannot hear him, but I watch his face twist in pain and his mouth open as he screams again and again, maybe calling to me, maybe to someone else.

Impressively, he regenerates his limbs and starts to move again, activating an item that pushes my mana away, but it lasts only a moment before a dozen mana arms, driven by my will, reach for him again, grasping, holding, pulling.

Who does he think he just attacked?

His torn limbs fly into the air, only to be consumed by fire as I ignite the area, erasing any chance of his escape.

He knew exactly who was staying here with me. So why all this?

I stop.

Still holding his unconscious, bleeding body in the air with only his left arm still attached. I remember my level. I remember that he is higher level than me. And I remember that I really do not want to get a body upgrade right now, at least not before I can finish my preparations.

The black mana projectile dislodges from his chest and floats in front of me, while in the distance, I pull back my mana, clearing the area and extinguishing the flames. Then I set the man gently on the ground.

I start thinking about whether I should leave him there. He will likely regenerate a bit, and he won’t die immediately, and once he wakes up, he can focus on healing. But what if something else finishes him off? I would still gain most of the experience for that kill.

I move to try to teleport him here, but the crystal in the middle of his forehead flares up, blocking me. And it does so in a way that tells me it would take far too long to bypass. I could probably tear the stone out, but there is a chance it has some kind of dead man’s trigger that would kill him. Maybe it is even designed to stop a mind mage from pulling information from his head.

Then, in the distance, an orange light fills the air as Savant uses his [Dawn], and from that direction, I sense Lily’s [Disintegration] at work. A stronger shockwave is sent through the area, one I do not block in time, and the kids start waking up just as mana gathers in the ground below us.

I stand up swiftly, and Vega and the little thief fall to the floor as I stomp down, sending a pulse of kinetic energy into the ground beneath us. It meets the attack gathering there and deflects most of it.

The flooring still creaks under the strain, bulges, and tears apart, chunks of it blasting into the air as the surface ripples outward under our feet with the strain.

I pay no mind to it and block out the startled shouts of the kids. Turning toward the direction where projectiles are heading our way, I release a raw burst of mana that tears through the ground and everything in its path with pure pressure, the kind that once killed Witherclaw during the tutorial event.

Another attack descends from the sky, a massive boulder of stone.

My projectiles shatter it into pieces, and a wide stream of golden flame coils like a serpent, evaporating the fragments before they even hit the ground.

A pained whimper escapes the little thief, and I turn to her at once. She and Vega are both covered in a thin layer of ice, their skin turning pale as their body temperature plummets from the attack I failed to perceive.

Another projectile crashes into my shoulder, throwing me to the side while I barely manage to form a skin-tight barrier in time to stop it from blowing my shoulder apart. I ignore the pain and immediately regulate the temperature of the air around the girls.

Splitting my mind into multiple parts, I push all of them into overdrive. I break apart the incoming boulders, burning the rest into nothing with bursts of flame, while continuously forming shields to block other types of projectiles. I detect the attackers, and with a sharp crack that breaks the sound barrier, I launch my own projectiles toward them.

At some point, I stop bothering to destroy the stone boulders outright. Instead, I deploy a kinetic field and halt them midair. At first, I only bother to stop a few, then a dozen, then several dozen. After rushing toward us at high speed, they come to an abrupt stop above, some as big as me and others the size of small cars, all held in place by my will.

A pulse of kinetic energy from me throws the noble demon boy to the side just before a spear pierces the barrier and, with a thump, stabs into the ground where he stood. Before it explodes, I encase it in a barrier, and the blast flashes within, blinding me.

I instantly switch to other senses and block another attack aimed at Vega, but two projectiles crash into my back. The barrier on my back cracks and sends me stumbling forward. Turning toward the source of the attack, I draw in more mana and fire a projectile in retaliation. It vanishes in a blink, then detonates far away in a burst of fire. The impact ripples through the air, shaking our ground, but my barrier stops it.

A small part of my mind notices the frostbite on Vega’s fingers and more on the little thief’s nose and arms, marks left by the earlier attack.

A single powerful pulse attack breaks our barrier completely, and in the next instant, dozens of smaller, faster shots swarm in from every direction.

I release my mana completely, and the sheer pressure of it crashes into the area like a wave and obliterates them all. Blood drips from my nose as I push my control to the limit to keep the kids from being crushed under the pressure.

When the attacks stop, my mana pulls back to me, and with a heavy thump, a new barrier forms around us, then another around that. I keep layering them, stacking one over the next.

Anger fills me, and the air around us shakes with the kinetic energy I’m releasing. It reverberates through the space, shaking the stones that still float above us until they crumble and fall, turning to dust. Then a wave of fire sweeps through, evaporating the remnants, leaving tiny pieces of glass floating and glittering in the air.

For a moment, there is silence. Just as quickly as they began, the attacks stop, and I am left standing there, watching the distant flashes of [Dawn] burning on the horizon.

A flash of light reflects from the sword as it slams into the ground just beyond the barrier, its blade flickering with fading orange light.

One glance is enough to tell me that Savant’s Sword of Aeons holds far more mana than I ever would have thought.

            


Chapter 725 - Accumulation


                A single step with Wraith Dance takes me outside the barriers I created and closer to the sword. I reach out and wrap my hand around the handle. The mana stored inside is not the kind anyone can use. Its frequency has been tuned exclusively for Savi. But that doesn’t pose a problem for me.

Sensing more attacks heading my way, I turn toward them, boosting my body and swinging the sword in my hand dozens of times in succession to deflect and cut through the incoming projectiles.

I use Wraith Dance at the farthest distance possible, then again twice more, reaching my attacker. One of the spies, the one they called Three, stands there beside a healer, both surrounded by a barrier.

I deflect further attacks with the sword and resonate the mana across my skin, matching the barrier’s fluctuations. I step through it and drive the sword into the stomach of the healer woman before kicking her away.

Using Pulser Stance, I move, unpredictable and fast, reaching Three as well. I slice through the defense he’s rushing to form and cut through his arm at the same time. I accelerate further and take off his other arm before stabbing through his chest, careful not to kill him.

Kicking his body, I fling him into the wounded healer before teleporting away through the line I left connected near the kids.

The instant I reappear there, I surge my mana outward, pushing back against a massive area attack heading our way. I narrow its wave, compressing it until it collapses and destroys itself from the center. In the cloud of flickering mana particles, a single black orb appears, formed from my compressed mana. It hovers there, absorbing the loose mana left from the clash that couldn’t have raged nearly as long as it felt.

I pull on the link connecting me to Lily, and when I feel her signal, I immediately teleport her to my side.

She appears with [Disintegration] flickering on her axes, her hair shorter than before. Her clothes are torn in several places, and I notice a wound on her arm just before it closes in the blink of an eye.

Not for a moment do I worry about Savant. With attacks like these, he will be more than okay.

“Can you heal the kids?” I ask Lily. “Vega and Mini have frostbite, and the others have mild mana poisoning and possibly damaged sight and eardrums.”

“Will do. I’ll keep an eye on them, so go do your thing,” she says, pausing mid-step before turning back to me with a small smile. “Be careful, and remember, you don’t want to level up yet. We still haven’t finished the preparations.”

“Yes, I know,” I nod.

With that, I lift off into the air, rising higher. The black orb floating nearby follows me. More attacks fire my way, but they’re all mana-based and break apart, getting absorbed by the orb.

High above and far enough away, I break apart the halo I’ve been using to gather all that mana, even with the thermal energy I’ve been converting.

I do not send it into the black orb. Instead, I pull it gradually into my body. Mana Cycling takes over, moving it instinctively, supported by my preparations and the parts of my mind I’ve assigned to handle it. All that mana floods my body and the air around me, while more attacks try to reach me, only to be devoured by the nearby orb.

[Accumulation - lvl 21 > Accumulation - lvl 22]

I take note of the places where the attacks came from, and I see someone else as well. Savant moves from one point to another, the orange glow of [Dawn] flashing in every area the attacks originate from, snuffing them out as fast as they appear, even without him wielding his sword.

Raising my hand higher, I examine the weapon I’m holding.



Sword of Aeons (Low Pristine) -An immensely durable and sharp relic blade that functions as a pure mana battery. It cannot be used for anything else. The sword can store vast quantities of mana of any frequency, preserving it almost indefinitely with nearly no loss or instability.



I have no idea how he managed to get it to this grade, and I am sure there’s a huge adventure behind it. But for now, it is in my hands, lent to me by its owner, who, after some consideration and after learning something he still hasn’t shared with me, decided it could be used for my plan. And I will use it for that purpose.

[Focus] clears my thoughts. Nearly all sound fades into the background, and the world drains of color, as my senses dull. Only a small part of me keeps watch on my surroundings, while most of my mental capacity divides into five segments, each racing to complete its task.

The first brings the array I stored to the surface and activates the protocols I prepared inside my body using something similar to a Logic Core.

The second releases the second seal on the Ignition Heart and begins redirecting the generated thermal energy into mana.

The third fully activates my Mana Wavelength Iris, filtering out any unnecessary information so it doesn’t overwhelm me.

The fourth protects my brain and hearts, redirecting any destabilization elsewhere if necessary.

The fifth oversees the rest, monitoring all mental divisions, balancing their efficiency, preventing interference, and calculating predicted mana wavelengths while automatically adjusting priorities throughout the process.

My physique does what it was built for, and my passives prey on all that mana, strengthening my control as more of it fills the air.

Then there’s me. I alone gather and channel it all.

[Accumulation - lvl 22 > Accumulation - lvl 23]

[Accumulation - lvl 23 > Accumulation - lvl 24]

[Accumulation - lvl 24 > Accumulation - lvl 25]

[Redistribution - lvl 70 > Redistribution - lvl 71]

[Accumulation - lvl 25 > Accumulation - lvl 26]

[Accumulation - lvl 26 > Accumulation - lvl 27]

I take the raw, foreign mana stored within the Sword of Aeons and restructure it into wavelengths I can use. I disassemble incompatible frequencies, harmonize them with my own signature, and condense them into a form I can manipulate.

Multiple attacks crash into me, but with the sheer amount of mana surrounding my body, they behave unpredictably. Some swell and grow stronger, others vanish completely, while a few simply merge into the swirling vortex around me, all drawn inward where my control over mana is the strongest.

A notification chimes, signaling that I have fulfilled one of the requirements for the Absolute Candidate quest, but I barely acknowledge it. Half the mana I need still remains inside the sword, and I pull it all out, transferring it through my body, making it mine, merging it with the immense amount already gathered.

[Accumulation - lvl 27 > Accumulation - lvl 28]

[Accumulation - lvl 28 > Accumulation - lvl 29]

Dozens of wounds tear through my body, but the flames under my skin keep combusting, healing them faster than they can form.

Then all the divided parts of my mind snap into one, and I grab every last trace of mana I’ve gathered.

[Accumulation - lvl 29 > Accumulation - lvl 30]

…

[Accumulation - lvl 41 > Accumulation - lvl 42]

[Mana Manipulation - lvl 73> Mana Manipulation - lvl 74]

I push further and compress it all, all the tens of thousands of points worth of mana, and [Focus] it into a single spot. An orb.

[Focus - lvl 71 > Focus - lvl 72]

The orb floats in the air beside me. Small, whereas its presence is anything but. Its surface shifts between liquid and solid, like molten glass trying to decide what form it should take. The color is black, yet not completely so. A faint shimmer crawls beneath the surface when the light catches it just right.

When I focus on it, I can feel the density inside, compressed mana, folded again and again until it finally reached this state.

Every time a stray fragment of mana touches it, the orb consumes it instantly. There is no noise, no flash, only a quiet ripple and then stillness again.

Before I lose control, I shoot the orb at the highest point of the barrier. Even as it swiftly flies there, I feel it pull on my mana while my mind returns to a normal level of focus. In that short moment, the orb breaks through my natural barrier and devours all the mana I have left without any difficulty.

It all leaves my body so cleansed of mana, I feel like I did before the tutorial. Only my primordial energies remain. My constructs and passives shut off, my split minds disappear, all my skills, all signs of mana are gone. The seals of my Ignition Heart are back in place, but without even a bit of mana to use [Redistribution], my primordial energies are harder to handle.

I find myself starting to fall toward the ground as I clumsily take over kinetic energy, and even with how far I have flown, the orb continues to devour any mana I could gather. All attacks still reaching me disappear, and the ambient mana around me starts getting pulled toward it.

With only normal human eyesight and hearing, I watch the orb reach the top, where it makes contact with the red barrier.

For the shortest moment, it looks like nothing might happen, but then the barrier ripples and is sucked in completely, like someone pulling a tablecloth from a table in one swift movement.

I blink as the light now feels so different and bright without the pale red filter over it, and only now realize that the entire time here, I haven’t felt the wind. It comes rushing in, that amazingly refreshing breeze against my skin, and I take a deep breath.

The black orb isn’t that much bigger than usual, about the size of a smaller tangerine, and it gradually shrinks as it continues to devour all the mana it can reach now that the barrier is gone. It pulls from the people below it, thousands of them losing their reserves, no matter how small or big, while any items powered by mana deactivate.

It reaches even toward the spies and Lily and Savant below, but before it does, an orange light flashes once, and I feel a pulse of Lily’s healing mana spreading below through the area, likely starting their preparations to get rid of the virus.

“You shouldn’t have done that,” a voice next to me says.

Before I even turn in that direction, something slashes diagonally across my chest, digging a deep wound into it from which blood starts gushing out.

Magistra stands in the air next to me, still in her luxurious clothes more fitting for court, and she holds her hand up, my blood showing on her nails. “I will make you regret it. Why couldn’t you just do what you came here to do?” she sighs, but barely looks at me. Instead, she stares at the black orb with a furrowed brow. “What a disgusting thing you have made.”

Then her eyes turn back to me as she lifts her hand, but stops mid-movement. Her expression turns to that of pure horror, and she bows her upper body so low her head is at the level of her knees.

“I greet the Absolute!” she calls in a greeting, and I can hear her voice shake at the end.

A blunt thump of a heart fills the area, or maybe the entire fifty square miles. Then another beat, reaching twice that far. The third, I don’t even dare to estimate where it went. The fourth makes my teeth shake, and my bones rattle. The fifth makes me feel like it has spread through the entire planet, and I’m almost sure the sixth one would kill me.

But the sixth one doesn’t come, and instead, there is a silence that makes me feel as if the entire world halted all movement in the presence of this Absolute. Clouds above us halt mid-drift. Dust in the air stops falling. Even the black orb seems to hesitate before continuing to devour mana at a slower pace.

I feel a push on my back, and I am flung toward Magistra before spinning and turning toward the person standing there.

The Hornless Demon, the demon Absolute, floats in the air, and in his hand is a heart, beating wildly. It keeps spraying golden flames across his chest, but they never touch him. They just curve away, avoiding his skin.

Then I recognize that heart.

Blood spills from my mouth and stains my shirt. Only now do I register the hollow through my back, scorched by thermal energy, where one of my hearts has been ripped out.
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Chapter 726 - Hornless Demon


                The Hornless Demon is, as the name says, a demon without horns. Red eyes, long white hair tied into a ponytail, and horns that look like they were cut or sawn off just above where they grow from the top of his forehead. He wears relaxed clothes that sharply contrast with Magistra’s formal outfit, and I can’t see any weapon on him either.

He stands tall and thin, yet every movement shows the tension of those wiry muscles. And even now, without my mana, I can sense them. The hearts beating in his chest.

Five of them.

Four kinetic and one thermal, all packed together so tightly it feels wrong, like they just shouldn’t fit in the small space they occupy within that strange circle inside him.

Plus, he holds an additional thermal heart in his hand. Mine.

I feel my energy drop as I stand there, gradually bleeding out. My spine is heavily damaged, and with that black orb tearing my mana away, any bit of mana I regenerate is instantly taken. I can’t gather more kinetic energy, only scrape together what’s left to keep myself upright and move a body that no longer listens to my other signals due to my ruined nerves.

The Absolute isn’t holding me in place, nor is he stopping me from trying to heal. But my thermal healing is gone, and Lily’s marks are useless now, all their mana drained by that orb still floating there, pulling more and more mana from the air.

Yet I stand tall, even as my body weakens with each passing second and my mind begins to slip.

“A human heart, and yet it’s still somewhat strong. Almost too strong for someone as young as you,” he says slowly, his voice matching his presence, casual and calm. “But it looks like someone powerful made preparations for you. I think. Who the hell knows? Not me for sure, I was never too good with mana, and this is some ancient and fancy stuff.”

He even smiles, then looks straight at me, locking eyes. It feels like he’s counting down my life, watching the blood drain out, curious about what I’ll do, whether I’ll beg, run, or fight.

I do none of that. I just stand there with a hole in my chest, alive only thanks to the little bit of physical stats I do have to keep my body functioning and the kinetic energy I’m using to keep me standing and moving.

Next to me, Magistra is still bowed over, deeply, trembling.

“Did you make this?” the demon asks, pointing at the black orb, now the size of a grape and far more dangerous, pulling mana from a wider and wider area.

“Yes,” I answer, surprised by how weak my voice sounds.

The edges of my vision blur, and I feel the beating of my Mana Heart slowing down as it begins to give up.

“My Absolute, if you let me explain…” Magistra starts to say, but the Absolute does something I can’t even perceive, stopping her instantly, like she was slapped.

“I’m trying hard not to be ‘rude,’ as you humans like to call our behavior, and instead… How do you guys say it? Talk it out?” he says, taking steps through the air. Each step sends waves of raw kinetic energy across the area, even though he’s clearly holding back his strength.

Stopping in front of her bowed figure, he asks, “Did I ask you to speak, my little Champion?”

“N-no. I apologize,” Magistra manages to stammer.

He sighs. “Sometimes I think I might be too kind to you humans. But well, I made a promise to that man, and unlike your treacherous kind, I intend to keep it.”

Turning back to me, he asks, “Now then, what happened here, little guy?” There’s no threat in his voice, no sign of what he might do if I should lie, and he doesn’t need to. I have no illusion that I could lie to someone like him anyway.

I move kinetic energy through my body to help myself stand and look him in the eyes as I explain, “I’m here from the tutorial because of a Beyond quest she gave out. During the quest, we found out that she had created this barrier and that she was using it to infect people with a virus meant to spread and kill demons only. To make sure my disciple and her friends could survive, I broke the barrier in a way that I hoped would catch your attention.”

I stop there. He stares at me like he’s waiting for me to continue, but I don’t. Everything that matters has already been said.

He laughs shortly. “I don’t remember all those treaties and rules we agreed on, but I’m sure this breaks quite a large number of them. Little Champion, tell me, why couldn’t you just declare war on a demon Champion or two and fight for their territory?” His voice sounds almost disappointed as he talks to her, still not looking away from me.

This time, Magistra keeps silent without being told to. I notice her body shaking, the faint tremors of fear she’s trying to hide. The Absolute surely reads every twitch of her muscles, every nervous breath.

“Human boy, what should I do?” the demon Absolute asks.

“How the fuck would I know?” The words slip out before I can stop them, my tongue getting the better of me. I snap back to reality and force my hazy mind to focus.

“Maybe I should kill everyone below us, just to make sure we’ve gotten rid of that nasty virus.” The Absolute puts his hand on his chin and smiles at me while my Ignition Heart keeps beating in his other hand.

The first thing I feel hearing that is anger. More blood gushes from my wound as I tense my body, and for the shortest moment, the black orb floating above us halts, almost as if it were listening to something. The thinnest thread of mana reaches out of it, extending toward me, looking like a spider thread trying to escape a whirlpool.

Then the moment passes, and the thread disappears back into the hungry black orb, which then continues its devouring anew. I cough and feel more blood fill my mouth.

Laughing, the Absolute walks a few steps around, seemingly thinking for a moment, before turning to Magistra. “We don’t want this fine young lad to vanish when his quest giver dies, so I’ll spare your life for now and allow you to live a few minutes longer. You will go and challenge one of my Enforcers to a proper demon duel right away. Go, little Champion.” He waves his hand dismissively.

Magistra leaves without a word. And that’s it. Even with my body in this state, it sends shivers down my back, seeing how easily the man in front of me commands someone of her level. And the fact that she didn’t even try to resist makes it even stranger. It makes what she tried to do feel that much crazier. What was she thinking? Have I missed something?

Before I can even process it, I feel a sharp push against my chest. Looking down, I see the Absolute’s hand buried in it, punching another hole straight through, this time from the front instead of the back.

He pulls his hand free, and inside my chest, I feel my Ignition Heart exposed and trembling.

Then, this insane demon uses his will to force the third seal fully open, flooding my body with a Champion grade torrent of thermal energy. But before I can be burned to a crisp, the Absolute guides it, controls it with patterns similar to mana cycling, and yet somehow completely different. The sheer amount of thermal energy drives my passive ability to full activation, using that overwhelming energy to its absolute limit.

It only takes a few seconds, but when it’s done, he pulls his presence back, and the seals fall back into place again. My body is whole. Weak, but already regaining its strength.

“There are a few reasons I’ve decided to let you live,” he says with an excited smile as he explains. “First, and the second most important one is that I liked your answers. No bullshit, no pretending, straight to the point. I am a busy man, so I appreciate that. That was a lie. I’m not busy at all. Another reason is that I sense my daughter’s primordial energy on you, and I can tell that you’ve spent a few days with her and those kids around her down there. Your desire to save your disciple and her friends, probably included her too, so that’s it. You also remind me of that man when he was younger. Damn, if that human wasn’t something truly glorious in his bloody rage.”

He takes a step forward, and that typical demonic maniacal expression spreads across his face. His eyes open wide, his pupils shrink, his eyes glow even redder as he leans close and whispers, “But most importantly, I sense a mark on you. Not the one from the Ruler, not even the one laid by that creature with the strange primordial energy, even though that one fascinates me too. No, I mean the one that was left by someone truly powerful. If you meet her again, tell her to come here and challenge me. Tell your master that. If you don’t, I’ve made it so your heart will explode in the next five to ten years. I’m not sure exactly when.”

Straightening up just as suddenly as he leaned in, his hearts beat once, and he waves his hand toward the black orb. A pulse of kinetic energy hits it, launching it high into the sky and off into space, to become someone else’s problem as per usual. Then the Absolute disappears, and the force of his departure wipes the sky clean for hundreds of miles, leaving a clear ring without clouds that could be seen from orbit.

Only then do the sounds return as the wind starts to blow through the area, and I know that I and everyone below are alive only because he chose to limit his power so much. That guy didn’t feel much weaker than Lissandra, almost as strong as she was back in the last days of Eladore.

Once mana starts filling my body again, I take a deep breath of relief. Then I put on a brave face, push aside the thought of how close that was, and let myself drop lower, gradually landing near the remains of Randy’s house. As my minion leaps forward to hug me, my eyes flick to Tykka, and I notice how her face shares some resemblance with the guy who just left. Still, I decide to stay quiet about it.

The kids are all healed and fine, so I let Lily heal me too, even though I’m sure it’s mostly for her peace of mind. While she does, I focus on reactivating my constructs and all the nodes, arrays, and systems I now feel almost naked without.

“Thank you,” I tell Lily.

“That was one of the craziest things you’ve ever done, Nat,” she says seriously.

“So far,” I correct.

“So far,” she nods.

“Next time I’ll do better,” I reply, glancing around to locate Savant as he appears nearby.

There isn’t a single wound on his body. Even his clothes look perfectly clean, which tells me just how easily he handled his fights.

What an annoying guy.

Stopping in front of him, I take the sword in my hand by the blade and offer it to him. He takes it with a short nod, and I watch as the Sword of Aeons sinks into his right arm. Sets of inscriptions flashing brightly for a moment before the light fades and the markings vanish entirely.

“We’ve got a few minutes before our quest giver dies and we get sent back to Beyond. I guess this time there won’t be any quest rewards or bonuses. You could probably go around and do some looting if you want.”

“It’s okay. I’ve already absorbed a few interesting things I managed to get my hands on.”

“The virus?”

“Obviously. And a few more. Lastly, I have a feeling you owe me.”

“That is true. What do you want?”

“My handler told me you know Brich from Crimson Forge?”

“Somewhat.”

“Good. Just help me get a meeting with him. I want to join Crimson Forge, but not under one of those contracts these crazies usually like to hand out.”

I look at his hand, the one that absorbed the Sword of Aeons, and remember that Crimson Forge is one of the richest guilds in Beyond and currently number one in crafting.

At this moment, Savant’s eyes look far too honest. Those are the eyes of a person planning something illegal.

            


Chapter 727 - Interesting person


                A few minutes isn’t that long, but that’s all the time I have before Magistra finds an Enforcer to challenge for her duel, ends her life out of spite, or maybe even tries to throw an attack at the Absolute, who will then kill her.

Not far away, I notice Fen as well, left without his master. The soon-to-be-not-noble lady’s pet lingers there, abandoned by his owner, who clearly thought her goals were more important than him. A tiny part of me almost pities the six-legged rat. That horned, fennec-like fox. But then I hear his yapping, and I change my mind immediately. He sounds just as spoiled and bratty as before.

My minion’s first minion is already eyeing him. Remembering her role as cook for the others, I hope it’s not for the reason I think it is. Still, I have a strong suspicion she’ll be asking Vega if their group can keep him soon, and so Vega won’t try to cook him. Fen might even end up joining the gang or following them from a distance in hopes of scrounging some leftovers.

As amusing as it is to talk trash about that little animal, I doubt anyone in the gang could catch or hurt him anyway. Even though he is spoiled and has been slow in awakening his wild instincts, Fen is strong, especially in terms of speed. He’s already fast enough to rival some of the quickest humans back on Earth.

Lily, in just these few minutes, has already run several checks of the area again. She confirms with fairly high confidence that the virus is now extinct. She also explains that just before I created the black orb, she and Savant deployed some kind of bouncing mana pulse that wiped out the virus throughout the entirety of the quarantined zone. Well, more like purified it. They spread some sort of mana-based healing radiation that targeted the virus specifically, something close to a self-replicating antivirus effect. That effect should even hold for a while longer and target anything that remains of the virus, so likely even after Magistra dies and we get kicked out without the quest giver and forfeit our rewards.

In my opinion, it was worth it.

“Vega,” I say, watching my disciple turn toward me as my tone hardens. “You guys need to leave this area as soon as possible. If anyone tries to stop you, tell them the Absolute told you to fuck off, right after he sent Magistra to die.”

The change in my voice makes her expression sharpen. For the first time in a while, I see that look in her eyes that reminds me she has a skill called [Concentration], though she usually drops it around me.

“Will do, Master,” she says seriously.

I look at the rest of the group. Some of them seem confused, but Tykka, the rude dagger wielder, and the cook both seem to understand the weight behind my words.

“It’s a shame we couldn’t stay longer, but maybe we’ll get another chance soon.” I reach out and ruffle my disciple’s hair, placing a mana stone into her palm. “For your training, okay? And don’t think I didn’t notice, you’ve been ignoring mana again to focus on kinetic energy. That’s fine if that’s what you want, but it’s better to be at least a little bit versatile. Think of it like giving yourself more trump cards.”

Vega furrows her brow, then sighs and nods while squeezing the stone in her hand. “I will,” she replies.

“Good. I don’t know when I’ll disappear, but you’re doing well, so keep it up.”

“Am I really?” Vega asks, unusually shy and quiet, her voice meant only for me.

I crouch down so our faces are on the same level. “I think so,” I say with a small smile. Maybe it’s my low mana reserves making me weak, or maybe it’s how close I came to dying, but I pull her into a hug and whisper words meant only for the two of us. “You know I’m glad you’re safe, right, Vega? I’m thankful to you for so much, and you feel like family to me.”

Her small arms tighten around me, and for a moment, I swear I hear her sob and feel her body shake. But that can’t be true. Minions don’t cry.

When she lets go, her eyes are a little wet, probably from dust in the wind, and she whispers, “It is the same for me.” In the bright light that breaks through the clouds and falls on her in that moment, her smile looks especially radiant.

“Go to your minions and leave now, okay? You guys be careful. And one last thing, Vega, please don’t eat that six-legged animal.”

“The dumb overgrown rat, Master?”

“Yes. He’s got some fight in him, too, so if he decides to stick around, take him in. I don’t think you’ll lose anything by it.”

“I’ll think about it. Later then, Master!” She chirps with one last quick hug and a bright grin as she runs back to her group.

Still smiling, I watch them. I notice Tykka glancing my way, but she quickly looks elsewhere when our eyes meet.

Lily steps closer. “I’ll check on them again and stay with them until we leave, just in case. Savant wanted to talk to you, so go ahead.”

“Thanks again.”

“If you’re really so thankful, I’ll remind you of that later,” she says with a teasing smile. “I’ll see you on the ninth floor, right? According to the schedule?”

“Yes, once I’ve taken care of a few things in Beyond.”

“Then later, Nat.” With that, she turns and heads back over to the kids, who she’s already tricked into liking her somehow. Maybe “tricked” isn’t the right word. She’s always been kind, that’s just how she is.

Savant comes to a stop beside me, watching her as well. Then he says simply, “You should be very, very careful about her. There were already rumors about her in Beyond, and after this quest, even if it’s marked as a failure, there’ll be a lot more.”

“She’s always been a good healer.”

“No.” Savant shakes his head. “You really don’t get it, do you?”

“Then stop being cryptic and tell me,” I answer.

“What she did with that virus is something even some healers over level four hundred wouldn’t have been able to pull off. And she didn’t even realize how difficult it should be. The way she heals others, too… There are plenty of people who can instantly regenerate their own limbs, but she does it for others. Do you understand how much harder that is? You have to sync your healing mana with their body and keep the flow stable while compensating for resistance and fluctuation. That means reading the body’s entire structure in real time, and rebuilding it cell by cell. Even one wrong resonance and the tissue warps, nerves misalign, or the limb grows unevenly. But not her. She makes it look as easy as breathing.”

“I see.”

“No, you fucking don’t.” His tone sharpens, snapping my attention to him. I meet his eyes, caught off guard by the curse, as he continues, “Listen. There are already quite a few rumors about how she’s one of the best healers since Kindness. They get dismissed most of the time, laughed at even, but every few months, there’s another silly person or two saying the same thing.”

I glance at Lily in the distance. She’s laughing as my minion swings a dagger at her because she tried to touch her horns.

Savant’s voice stays steady. “It might not be a big problem during the tutorial, but it sure as hell will be after. We’re not part of any coalition, and Earth has no backers. Someone powerful might try to use her. You probably don’t know much about Kindness, but you should learn. What she could do was beyond what people believed possible. If Lily can do even a tenth of that, or if someone just thinks she can, people will burn entire planets to reach her.”

“Gotcha.”

“You don’t…”

“I said I get it.” I cut him off. After everything that happened and after feeling so powerless in front of the Absolute, I’m sure I don’t sound as confident as usual. Still, I know I’m doing my best, and I’ll keep doing so.

Before I can say anything else, Magistra dies, and I’m pulled away.

As expected, I appear in Greed’s usual space. But this time she isn’t sitting behind her desk. Before I even register it, she’s in front of me, pressing her hand against my chest.

Surprised by what feels like a straight-up assault, I try to push her away, but she doesn’t move an inch, and I stay frozen where I am. After a second, she releases me, and I stumble back.

“At least take me out for coffee first or something,” I manage to say.

“Oh, shut it,” she snaps, her tone sharp. “I just fixed the shitty job that hornless lunatic did with your thermal heart. Who does that bastard think he is, trying to tamper with something Master Lissandra’s imitation created? He ruined her handiwork without even realizing it, and I had to fix it before your heart exploded tomorrow.”

“What the fuck.”

“Yes. Talented as he is, there are things that lunatic’s absolutely shit at without even having the common sense to realize it.” Her voice drops lower as she mutters, “All these idiots running their mouths about my master´s ancient techniques, calling them old-school and pretending to understand even half of what she did. Dumb Fuckers. And you, you’re the same. After the Last Elf debacle, I expected something like this, but holy fuck. Did you really think that was a good idea?”

“Y… yeah.”

Greed slides back behind her table and, in a very unladylike way, props her legs up on it before turning her eyes back to me. “You were lucky this time, more so than you realize. A single twitch of the wrong muscle, an off tone, or a single sentence he didn’t like would have been enough to get you killed.”

“I thought as much.”

“No, you didn’t. Even your disciple uses her brain more than you do.”

“Minions have no thoughts. This is an established fact. Scientists across the entire system have tested it repeatedly, dozens of times in fact, using scans, interviews, puzzles, mirrors, and even clipboards. Researchers attempted long term observation and found the same result every time. Empty head. Perfect silence.”

“Sure.” She rolls her eyes. “Anyway, how did you like the Hornless Lunatic?”

“He was an interesting person. Why do you ask? Are you planning to tell me more?”

She smiles. “Maybe. I told you before, there’s information only I can give you to feed that greedy little hunger for knowledge of yours. And today, thanks to how badly your healer’s handler screwed up, I’ve got a lot more leeway than usual.”

I create a manabloc chair and sit opposite her. “Please continue.”

“Hornless modified your heart, hoping you’d run to your master, who’d get angry and challenge him.”

“I figured as much.”

“Yes, that part’s simple. But did you know that guy almost became the Ruler of Wrath? The current one barely won in the end.”

My thoughts freeze. I stare at her, and she smiles, clearly pleased with my reaction. “I did not know that,” I say.

“Well, now you do. Hornless is one of my candidates for a weapon against Pride, so that’s that. You probably didn’t realize it, but he’s far stronger than he lets on.”

“How strong?”

“You noticed his hearts?”

“Yes.”

“Well, he brute-forced his way into mastering spatial expansion just so he could fit more full-sized hearts into his chest.”

“What?”

“I think it’s partly sentimental,” she says, unbothered, “Back when he was still a slave, and the planet was ruled by humans, he and his people fought for freedom. I watched it all from his beginnings as a talented child born into slavery, to when he joined the rebellion. He’s quickly grown stronger over the years, becoming a leader, gathering allies, and building his army. But it wasn’t easy for him. His sister, father, best friend, and daughter all died along the way, each powerful in their own rights, but hunted down nonetheless, because his enemies couldn’t kill him. And that man kept each of their hearts inside his chest, growing them stronger with him so his beloved could keep living that way. At its peak, the war he led was one of the bloodiest in the world’s history, spreading across multiple planets. Dozens of Champions and several Absolutes died in the process.”

“Oh.”

“Yes, oh,” she says. “I’m telling you because there’s a chance you’ll meet him again in the future. Words don’t matter much to him, so always make sure your intentions are true to yourself. There are a few things he hates more than people who put on a mask.”

            


Chapter 728 - The most beautiful woman to ever live


                “So you’ve been watching us the entire time?”

“Of course I did. You’re mine after all. I’m just greedy like that.”

“There have to be some protections against that. Some kind of system privacy rules, you know, stuff like that.”

“None at all.”

“Well, one of these days, I’m sure there’ll be an attendee labor union to fight for those rights. By the way, I have a question.”

“The answer is yes. I already know what I want in exchange for helping you save your beloved disciple.”

“Not that, but since you brought it up, go ahead. What is it you want?”

“Call me Ruby.”

“That’s it?”

“What else can you offer me that’s truly valuable, beyond things like that? I want you to call me that, but not just out loud. Even if it’s difficult, I want you to think of me as Ruby, because that’s who I am, even before I’m the Ruler of Greed.”

“I see. I’ll try then, Ruby.”

“Thank you. Now then, what would you like to know?”

“You seem to be enjoying this situation. Did Lily’s handler really screw up that badly?”

“Her handler is Wrath, by the way. He either didn’t bother to check the quest properly or didn’t have anyone else do it for him. We have some basic protections in place so that while attendees can be sent on dangerous missions, it’s at least within reason, especially for someone like her. As he likes to do, he ignored it all. Let me tell you, most of the Rulers aren’t very good Handlers.”

“Are healers really that valuable?”

“Healers in general? No. Healers like her? Yes.”

“And all that stuff about her being the most talented healer since Kindness?”

“…”

“Please stop laughing.”

“…”

“I’m getting annoyed.”

“Nathaniel, there’s a reason why you and that Savant guy are both so very wrong. Yes, Lily Chen is talented, very much so. I’m sure that in a few decades, maybe centuries, she’ll become an impressive healer, possibly one of the most gifted of this generation. But comparing her to Kindness? There’s so much you don’t know about that pitiful woman.”

“Then tell me.”

“Is that what you really want to know? I won’t be able to tell you much else if that’s your choice. Even though it’s not a secret in the strictest sense, it’s still about one of the Rulers, so it carries weight.”

“It’s fine. I want to know.”

“As expected of you. Anyway, I’ll keep it short. There are parts of her past that only she can tell you, and some things she’s told me will die with me. Kindness and the Cinderbear, before he became Charity, were both there when the system first began expanding into our universe, during these early millennia. The lights in the sky and the mana rains you saw on the first floor came from that time, they were signs of the system spreading. When Cinderbear became Charity, he just chose that era for his floor, and we had to heavily modify it after the fact. Some say he chose that time because those were his last peaceful days before Kindness found him, and by studying his body, became what she is now.”

“What…”

“Don’t ask. I’m not saying more. Even this hint is very valuable, so think of it on your own. This is just the setup, a short introduction. If you meet Kindness again, she’ll likely tell you more if you ask. But what I can say is that she grew immensely stronger after meeting Cinderbear. She experimented, learned from his body, and that phase of her development lasted a long time. Later, she even worked with Pride for a while, and some of the races you see today are their creation.”

“What…”

“I told you not to ask, and just take the hints I am giving you. And yes, I’m saying some of this just to torture that curious little brain of yours. It’s fun watching you squirm and seeing your head almost smoke from trying to piece it together.”

“I’ll remember that.”

“Of course you will. You’re petty like that. But as I was saying, a very, very long time passed, and she decided it was her time to die on her planet, surrounded by her beloved King and his warriors. It must have been beautiful, her empire, I mean. I’ve only ever heard stories and seen fragments of old records. Dozens of planets under her rule, from before she became a Ruler, because she didn’t want to and instead lived as an Absolute. Her healing aura spread through all of those connected worlds, and her people lived free of illness, with lifespans multiplied many times over.”

“She was that powerful?”

“And much more. She outlived the rise and fall of entire civilizations. Some even worshipped her as an immortal deity. She was the most beautiful woman to ever live, they said. But for a reason I will keep to myself, she’d decided she’d had enough and tried to take her life. She destroyed her brain, her heart, everything she could reach, and closed her eyes, thinking it would be the end of her long life. Yet her talent and power would not let her die. She fulfilled some twisted condition that evolved her abilities into [Immortality], merging several of her most beloved skills into something monstrous. It took away what she loved most. Healing and helping people.”

“Ah.”

“Yes, ah. She woke up years later to find her world and all its connected planets turned into death traps. Her healing aura, once miraculous, had twisted into something no one could stop, killing billions. You’ve probably wondered about that, but some of the floors, even though they’re based on the Rulers’ histories, are heavily modified. Otherwise, no attendee would survive them.”

“I thought as much. And what did she do after waking up to find all of that?”

“I’ve been thinking while talking to you about what I could tell you, but how about I show you instead? I’ll create a small window so you can see what a truly powerful Ruler is.”

“You know I won’t say no.”

“So be it. Just look… and see what she’s asking you to destroy.”

“…”

“…”

“…”

“Do you see now? Do you understand how foolish your words were?”

“…”

“Do you have no words at all?”

“H-how… What is… What am I looking at?”

“This is Kindness. Or at least, what remains of her original body.”

“That thing? That can’t be her.”

“Unfortunately, for her, it is. Tell me, Nathaniel, describe for me what you see.”

“How the hell would I describe this? You opened a window to space, and we’re looking at a black hole surrounded by a halo made of flesh, bones, and… god knows what kinds of unholy gore orbiting it. There’s so much of it, enough to make multiple planets. The sheer scale is hard to grasp. That can’t be her.”

“But it is. What you’re looking at is the Black Hole Forge that the Corporation now operates with the permission of Kindness herself, as she clings to the hope that they’ll someday find a way to kill her.”

“How is that even possible?”

“Time. A lot of time. Someone like Pride or the Elf could probably tell you exactly how long, maybe a few others, too. But honestly, I think most people would rather not know. When her world ended, and she failed to die, she spent ages trying to end it again. She cast herself into blazing stars. She battled dragons. She awakened forgotten gods and hunted the Old Rulers across dying worlds. She faced many ancient beasts and challenged Pride again and again.”

“This is so fucked up.”

“It is. I agree with you. Every attempt only made her [Immortality] stronger. What used to be an active skill she could control turned into something else entirely. Now she serves as an eternal warning for anyone chasing power, a reminder to be careful with the highest grade skills. So, in the end, she risked it all and hurled herself into a black hole, but even that went exactly as she feared it would. I don’t even want to imagine how long she was tortured there. Broken and reformed again and again as pieces of her were devoured or cast out. Just how long did it take? Tens of thousands of years? Millions? Her body refused to die, endlessly regenerating until it grew into the abomination it is now, crawling its way back out of the black hole with no one knowing how much still remains inside of it. Some say even the system pitied her, allowing Cinderbear to become Charity just to save her, and put it to a stop. Maybe Cinderbear pitied her too, since it was from him she learned the secrets that led to her [Immortality].”

“Is there really no way?”

“Maybe one day. Trust me, there’s no being in existence hoping for that more than her. What you saw orbiting the black hole, all of that is her flesh, bones, nerves, skin, organs. Quantities even a Ruler can barely comprehend. Her body floats there, left for the Corporation to harvest. Most of the strongest items they sell are forged from that same flesh and bones, and she allows it. In exchange, every hundred years, they must attempt to kill her. Ninety percent of their entire budget, and incredible resources, go into those efforts under the contract she made with them. I oversee it, alongside my Master of Greed, the High Director of the Corporation, to make sure they actually try, not just pretend to avoid destroying the source of their wealth and power.”

The window closes, cutting me off from the horrific view. I look at Ruby, who now seems more solemn than before, and I can’t help but feel some of that weight settle on me too.

“You should go now,” Ruby says, waving her hand.

And just like that, I disappear.

Appearing in my residence, I take a moment to look around before moving to the terrace. I sit down in a chair and let my eyes drift over the city below. It’s night outside, and the streets are lighting up gradually, one by one, until the view begins to glow like veins of gold throughout the dark.

For a while, I let myself relax, to truly rest, but even that is impossible to do completely. My body still complains under the strain of mana refilling my system, forcing me to use Mana Cycling just to keep it moving. Compared to how it usually feels when my mana is full, this is easier, almost soothing. It has been a long time since I could feel that.

So I just sit there, watching as the city fully lights up. An hour passes, then another, then two more.

Only then do I stand and head for the door, moving without kinetic energy or any mana beyond what I need for cycling. I walk at the pace I would have before the tutorial, slow and human.

I have about three days left since the quest was meant to last seven. There were no rewards, but I’m still sure what I did will count toward the calculations of my Beyond rank and my goal of reaching S rank, even if it is just for bragging rights. With the option to take S rank Beyond quests as an A rank, I am confident I will get there faster than most people. Well, except perhaps monsters like Nyssa.

Maybe I could speed up my schedule and head to the fifth floor early. Or maybe there is something else. The best move now is to check with my guild, so I do exactly that and make my way to our local branch.

With people here barely needing sleep, the place is just as busy as during the day. There are even faces I do not recognize, probably night owls or those on shifted schedules.

I find one of the Vice Guild Master’s assistants, one of those Local guys who keeps the Primordial Knights running smoothly, and give him a brief report. He writes everything down carefully. I have learned that doing things like this helps when it comes time to renegotiate contracts, better pay, fewer responsibilities, and all the usual perks.

In the end, I am assigned a short three day mission that fits neatly into my free time. When I hear the details, I almost groan but manage not to show it. The Vice Guild Master’s assistants are sharp, they pick up on irritation easily and remember it to use against you later.

With the new mission in hand, I move to one of the guild lounges to wait for my partner for the duration of this mission.

To wait for the most demon demon to ever demon. Morwag.

I’ll be joining him on a mission to kill the Guild Master of the Eternal Court and wipe out the remains of their forces hiding in one of their secret bases here on the fourth floor of Beyond.

            


Chapter 729 - Primordial Knight Morwag


                Morwag towers over me, standing uncomfortably close. His expression keeps shifting in confusion as we stand outside the Megacity, deep enough into one of the countless canyons of the fourth floor of Beyond for it to have vanished from sight.

“But I was given this mission alone,” he repeats, this time with a harsher voice. 

I have a feeling he’s been waiting for us to be alone. I heard the vice guild master scolded him not long ago, so maybe he didn’t want to risk possibly splattering me against the wall while I was still within the vice guild master’s reach.

“They told me to join you for support, mainly to keep watch so no one escapes, and to help you get into shielded rooms,” I say.

“I can just break the walls myself.”

“Look, I’m just doing this for a better contract in the future, not because I like it. You can kill everyone in there, honestly, I don’t even want to level up.”

“Is that it?” His eyes narrow, and the pressure on me increases.

In a flash, I remember what he did to that girl from the triplets and how he traumatized the remaining two.

“It is,” I answer, thinking that as beatable as some S ranks might look, they really aren’t. Most of them are probably going to be future Absolutes of their planets. And since I didn’t get a promotion to S rank even after what I did with the black orb, that says a lot about their strength for them to deserve that rank.

One of these days, I should really fight a few of them. Sooner rather than later. It’s also a shame that Hela’s probably leaving the tutorial by now.

“Is that it?” he asks again and takes another step closer.

I take a step back, look around, and seeing no one else to listen in, I say honestly, “Look, they want me to retrieve any valuable items we find there, especially that pristine one their guild master was trying to fuel with demon hearts or something. One of the vice guild master’s assistants made me agree to those terms before even giving me the location. I only agreed because they promised me some very good rewards, and I likely wouldn’t have found the hideout on my own.”

“Oh,” Morwag sighs, disappointed, “how pathetic.”

“Man’s gotta eat. And I already made a deal that’ll allow me to study any items we get, maybe I’ll even take some of it as my cut instead of other stuff. If I decide to, they won’t even be allowed to sell them until my tutorial ends, in case I want to study them before then.”

“How boring.”

“Your fucking face is boring,” I snap.

“Huh? What are you going to do about that? Throw your arm at me?” His teeth flash in a daring smile. “Go on, I want to see you do it again, just like one of those damn gray lizards.”

“No, I won’t throw my arm at you. I’ll take yours and shove it up your ass.”

Morwag laughs out loud at that, then turns to walk again, and I follow behind him while he says, “Nyssa told me to erase what’s left of them, and that’s just what I’ll do. If you steal my prey, I will kill you.”

He says it in the same tone he used when he told the triplet he would kill her. I don’t doubt for a moment that he would do it if it came to that, even with my status as a guild member. I’ve learned a bit about him during my stay at the guild. Some from the rumors, others as first hand information from guild members.

In a way, the threats Morwag throws around are cruel because of the sheer certainty that he’d actually follow through on them. But from another point of view, they’re a warning and a mercy, him drawing a clear line beyond which he knows he’ll snap.

As much as it irks me at times, I also realize I’ll probably never find an easy person to cooperate with, not this deep in Beyond, littered as it is with lunatics counted amongst the strongest from Hell difficulty. And in a way, I prefer his clear warnings over the scheming of some backstabbing asshole.

I follow in his steps while constantly checking for enemies or traps laid by the Eternal Clowns. We aren’t that far from Megacity, so I don’t expect monsters in the area, but I can’t let that make me too relaxed.

Meanwhile, with my free mental capacity, I keep replaying what happened during the Beyond quest. Especially the moment when I accumulated all that mana, the feeling of the black orb, the way the orb so weirdly reacted to me, and lastly, the way the Hornless Demon cycled thermal energy through my body. He did it with the full output of Ignition Heart by using a technique not unlike Mana Cycling.

Where Mana Cycling, which I still call the cyclist destroyer, feels complex and layered, the thermal cycling technique he used felt more straightforward and simple, as expected from a demon. It moved through the smallest number of pathways possible, letting it frizzle on the edges and spill through the body. The way it moved felt like a rope of flame through which a whirlpool spun up and down, calibrated for a certain amount of inefficiency and spillage.

I’m sure someone could describe it in fancy mana-science terms. Even I could if I wanted. I’ve picked up dozens, maybe hundreds, of obscure terms while studying the many mana stones that I’ve kept in my possession from the bunker on the fifth floor and the Academy through Min-Jae’s efforts.

But I won’t. Fuck those pretentious assholes.

Instead, as always, I try to remember the feeling itself, because even as my body burned alive, I made sure to observe it all as any other normal person would.

For a moment, I refocus on Morwag, who stops and sniffs the air for a moment. The entire time, he’s been checking the mana stone he holds, likely using it as a map. Now that he’s in hunting mode, he’s quieter, less approachable, and even more dangerous than usual. Combined with his massive build, like Jean’s, his long white hair, and thick horns, it makes for an intimidating sight.

“They have traps set to trigger alarms,” I tell him, referring to a thing I noticed a moment ago with my eye trait, already knowing what he likely senses.

Morwag nods. “Of course they do.” Then, without thinking much, he snaps his eyes toward the ground with a wild expression.

His primordial energy swirls around him and gathers on his palm, the raw force of binding primordial energy now tuned to unbind the connections around it. It cuts off the near-imperceptible lines of the teleportation arrays below, rendering them useless, and doing it all without triggering any of their alerts.

Then he waves his hand and the stone under him cracks open, widening into a tunnel heading deep below the ground, and I watch as light shines from the bottom as it pierces into one of the light tunnels underneath.

Morwag jumps down, and I follow right behind him.

 







 

POV Eternal Court

“Can’t you feel it? I swear I felt a draft,” I tell the man standing beside me. That asshole pisses me off, especially since he managed to get a few nice things from the Ancient Armory, but for now, he’s too strong for me to do anything about it. He is a fairly decent A rank after all.

He answers with an annoying smirk, gesturing toward the hallway lit by mana stones. “We’re underground, how the hell would there be wind? Maybe Shyla’s been experimenting with her new item?”

“It could make wind? I thought it had ice-based powers,” I muse.

Before he can answer, another voice cuts in, cold and calm. “There are two ahead of us, and three more further down the hallway to the right.”

I don’t recognize the voice, but hearing their steps, I wait. Something about those words, and the tone they expressed, feels wrong, so deeply wrong.

Then they appear from behind the corner, a huge demon smiling widely at me, his red eyes glowing brighter than the tunnel lights, and next to him a young man with golden circles in his eyes, and an emotionless expression, soaked in arrogance.

“Morwag… It’s fucking Morwag!” the asshole next to me shouts and turns to run, but it’s too late.

The huge, muscular demon moves faster than I expect, reaching us in an instant, and I feel his hand grab my head. The last thing I see is that asshole’s head coming close to mine until they crash together. I hear a crack and the sound of a ripe fruit exploding, and then only darkness.

 







 

POV Eternal Court

“N-no, no, no, no, no, please, go away. GO FUCKING AWAY!” My throat hurts as I shout from behind the enchanted crystal glass with a dozen or so layered barriers around it.

I’m locked inside the contamination testing room we’d designed to endure large-scale explosions. It’s still contaminated, but I’d rather be trapped here than caught in the room on the other side. I even destroyed the control panel so they couldn’t get to me.

The room behind the glass is an all-white clean room, filtered and ventilated, but now it’s full of corpses. Ten or more bodies scattered around the chamber. Some have been torn in half, others have been completely disassembled, leaving what used to be their bodies splattered across the white walls.

In the middle of it all stands Primordial Knight Morwag, dressed in a white and pale blue uniform, holding the head scientist by the skull, lifting him high into the air.

The man twitches, still trying to fight back. He throws lightning at the demon, fires light projectiles, and even pulls out a dagger and stabs at him a few dozen times.

None of it matters. None of his attacks hurt the demon, who stands there looking at him, seemingly curious. His body is covered in blood, and there are even drops clinging to his face and staining his skin. Only his long white hair remains untouched by it all, still so pure white. His red eyes look as if they’ve absorbed the blood itself to enhance their color.

Looking at me, the demon squeezes. The head of the scientist bursts in his hand, and the body falls motionless to the ground. The demon then swings his arm, flinging the brain matter stuck to his fingers across the walls.

“I can break it, but I don’t want to trigger alarms and scare the vermin away. Can you do it?” His words sound almost like a challenge as he turns to the other man in the room. The way he looks at him feels much the same as it did when he looked at the people he just killed. It almost makes me feel hope that he might attack him too, even though they both seem to be from the Primordial Knights.

“I DID NOTHING, I SWEAR! I only joined them a few weeks ago, I swear, I promise! Fucking please!” I keep shouting until my voice cracks, but no one hears me. The room’s sealed tight, soundproof, closed off from within. My screams only echo back at me.

In desperation, I start hitting the crystal glass. The other man only glances my way for a moment and says, “I already cut the alarm they tried to trigger, so I can get through the barriers too.”

For some reason, his voice is just as terrifying as the demon’s. Calm, collected, confident.

He turns toward me, a faint shimmer rippling around him. The gold in his eyes burns deeper, pulling me in as the world around him fades to black and white. For a moment, he’s the center of everything, the gold of his eyes the last color in all the world.

Then, with a shock, I watch the barriers shatter one after another in quick succession until none remain.

Seeing that, the demon steps forward and doesn’t even bother breaking the freshly disenchanted crystal glass. And though the glass is still as thick as my arm, stronger than most metals, it means nothing to him.

He walks straight through it. The surface ripples like liquid for a split second as his face and body press against it before the glass cracks open, causing shards of glass that slide off his skin without leaving a mark. Every movement sends more cracks racing through the surface until the entire wall collapses and bursts apart in a cascade of glinting shards.

The demon doesn’t pause or flinch. By the time the last fragments hit the floor, his hand is already on my head, lifting me off the ground with ease, leaving me hanging in the air.

“Nyssa Volare sends her greetings to the Eternal Court,” he smiles.

His fingers tighten. I hear a wet pop before pain floods everything. My body jerks once, then nothing.

The last thing I see is the golden light of the other man’s eyes reflecting off the shards of glass scattered across the floor.

            


Chapter 730 - Feral animal


                POV Nathaniel

The secret base isn’t as populated as I thought it’d be. I think the final tally lands somewhere around fifty people, or at least that’s all that remains of the Eternal Court. Everyone else is either dead, left the guild, or scattered across the other floors. Even from these remaining numbers, only around ten percent are what I’d think of as Locals, with most Locals tending to be on the smarter end of things, they probably left in greater numbers.

But Morwag doesn’t let that fact stop him at all, and he doesn’t bother to differentiate between them and the attendees. Not that it could truly be called a fight, since he just gets rid of everyone. But the longer it goes on for and the lesser the challenge, the more I start to sense him glancing my way.

Meanwhile, I point out directions, eventually directing him to the treasury, at which point I take the most valuable of the smaller items for myself, and send the rest to a depot outside through one of the many Ley Lines I’ve been stretching out behind me.

And we do find some interesting low-arcane items, but I can’t bring myself to give them the same kind of attention I would have not long ago. Unfortunately, so far, I’ve seen nothing higher ranked than that. Well, at least not in the treasury. We found a few better items on a couple of the bodies. But even with mid-arcane items, these people didn’t last more than a few seconds, having been surprised by intruders in their own base. Though some of them sensed us from further away and caused more of a racket before they died.

Funnily, the part of the base that shields it from being located from the outside also makes it difficult for detection-type skills to work through all the strange shielding alloys they’ve used. I can tell by how much trouble they give my senses, especially my more mana based ones. There are protections against thermal and kinetic scanning as well, but not to the same extent. I’m not that surprised by the lack of shielding against primordial senses. After all, our guild does have most of the experts on primordial energy.

So we move, swift and deadly. I try to avoid touching anyone with my mana, other than to sense them, to avoid gaining any shared experience for the kills, and Morwag just kills his way through.

Before long, we find ourselves in the most heavily shielded part of the base. It almost looks like a second, smaller hideout within the larger one as we stop in front of the circular metal door. Morwag doesn’t wait for me to try opening it. He slams his fist against the center, sending a burst of binding energy through the door, reducing it to a pile of metal shavings scattered across the floor.

This time, an alarm rings out, and I raise my attention, quickly cutting off any new attempts at teleporting away and sending a new wave of scans inside, throwing all thought of stealth aside.

Both me and Morwag realize at the same time that this is the only entrance to this place, especially now with the arrays disabled. As we pass through the arch where the door used to be, Morwag turns back to the entrance he made and spreads his arms wide open before slapping his hands together in a single sharp motion.

The metal of the walls reacts to his gesture and, like a crumpled ball of tinfoil, bends and seals shut, sealing us off from the outside.

This time, I keep a bigger distance between us and follow behind, sometimes leaving him to go into rooms to loot them while Morwag fights, taking his time against the more feisty opponents we’ve found.

The metal around us creaks as shockwaves rip through the tight space tear apart my eardrums multiple times. Explosions bounce off the walls only to grow stronger, and all the while, I’m looting private rooms, workshops, and storage, finding much better materials as we go, which I send out with the rest of it. I also don’t forget to keep cutting off any attempts at teleportation outside.

Multiple defensive arrays activate, too, but all of them focus on Morwag, allowing me to move around with relative freedom.

A couple of times, someone tries to burrow through the walls to dig their way out toward the surface, but each one is swiftly hunted down by the most demon demon to ever demon.

The explosions intensify, and the waves of binding energy from Morwag do as well, signaling that the fights are quickly coming to an end.

At that time, I turn to my Ignition Heart and start transferring more thermal energy into mana. I also start gathering a good amount of kinetic and thermal energy on the side. I decide not to risk it and don’t use the Thermal Cycling I have started developing, and instead keep to my old ways of handling it.

While working through these preparations, I still make sure to send all the most valuable items out of the base. I eventually find what seems to be the guild master’s private treasury, with its wall broken by the fight and the inside exposed. From there, I gather all the items, among them multiple mid-arcane and even a few upper-arcane items as well. As much as I want to start examining them right on the spot, I leave it for the next time and send them out before heading out to see how the battle’s been going.

A barrier flickers around me while the debris and energies swirling wildly inside clash against it, and I walk around the corner to take a look.

It is a mess, with Morwag facing that guy who seemed oh so charming during the Beyond event in the Armory. Now, even though he is just an A rank, he seems to be handling Morwag pretty well, though I think all of it can be attributed to the low pristine item he risked so much to get. An item that could have helped him destroy the competition once his tutorial ended, helping him become Absolute by being the only powerful individual left standing.

The low pristine item he is wearing is a suit of armor that seems to have been constructed from a transparent white plastic-like material. And inside the chest plate, is a thicker spot where three hearts have been set in no particular pattern. There are a few more hearts as well, one in one of the legs of the armor, another in the shoulder, and one more at the crown of the helmet. I don’t even bother to count them.

The hearts are all covered in blood, contrasting strikingly against the translucent white of the armor. They even continue to pump blood through a series of channels etched throughout the armor, allowing some to escape from the top of the helmet and form a set of long horns that seem to be formed entirely of blood.

Weirdly, as much as I’d been expecting, the hearts don’t seem to be generating any primordial energy, confusing me as to why there was even a need for real demon hearts. It makes me think he might not be using the armor to its full potential.

Instead, it seems like the armor might simply be converting the primordial energy into something else, if it’s even using it at all, perhaps it’s relying instead on the vitality of the hearts to power itself.

And power it has.

Standing there, dressed in the armor, the Eternal Court’s guild master is actually slightly taller than Morwag, and each of his attacks throws the demon against the wall or easily overpowers him in raw strength. And the suit’s speed is impressive, even though it might not seem like it, particularly since the pilot simply doesn’t have proper instincts, perception, or experience to operate at such high speeds.

Each attack Morwag lands against the armor only ripples across the surface, causing the hearts to beat faster. Even his attempts at unbinding it don’t seem to be doing anything, as if his primordial energies are simply refusing to work properly, either because of the armor itself or the material it’s made from.

But each time, after each new attack that throws him against the wall or sends him crashing through the rooms, Morwag just stands back up, his smile growing wider and wider the longer they fight. His clothes are torn to shreds by now, leaving his upper body bare and revealing a set of muscles that look like forged steel, and even after all that, he doesn’t seem to have sustained a single wound.

The demon screams something, the guild master shouts an insult back, and they crash against each other again, forcing me to put up a barrier to block yet another shockwave. The metal walls around us begin to crumble and groan like a submarine diving too deep, on the verge of being crushed by the pressure.

It continues like this for another minute before, after yet another punch, Morwag doesn’t stand up and simply lies there in the pile of debris he fell into.

“Hahaha, that’s it? Is this really all the famous Morwag can do? DO YOU FINALLY UNDERSTAND YOUR PLACE, YOU FERAL ANIMAL?” the guild master shouts as he starts laughing in mixed excitement and relief. He moves his hand and touches his forearm, as if typing at something.

The hearts inside begin to beat faster, sending blood surging through the transparent white material, while the blood red horns lengthen and the pressure radiating from him intensifies.

“I’ll tear out your fucking heart and add it to my armor! It will make a fine addition to my collection…”

His words freeze as the dust rising from where he threw Morwag begins to settle, revealing the demon buried in the ground, as if he were just taking a lazy moment after a fall. There isn’t a single wound on him, but his expression is different now.

“That’s it?” Morwag asks, his red eyes glowing from behind the hair falling across his face. “I thought you said it would get stronger the longer we fought, but instead it feels like you’re starting to feel weaker and weaker.” As he stands up, the debris around him crumbles and falls away. Gone is the maniacal grin. In its place is a level of anger and disappointment that feels far more terrifying.

“You…” the guild master starts, but he doesn’t even get to finish before Morwag is suddenly in front of him, the air shaking with a heavy thump from the speed of his motion.

This time, the punch feels different. Morwag slams his fist into the chestplate, making the guild master stumble back. There’s still no visible damage, but a stronger ripple than before spreads through the armor, and one of the hearts in the leg explodes, splattering blood inside the transparent material.

Morwag punches again, sending the man reeling, and another heart bursts. Before the guild master can even react, Morwag starts to pummel him relentlessly. Every attempt at defense fails as the demon catches his arms, twists them aside with ease, and drives his fists into him again and again. No matter how the man struggles or tries to strike back, Morwag controls every move, handling him like a toy in his grip.

He keeps slamming him against the walls and beating him without pause until each heart within the armor detonates one by one, taking the damage in place of the armor and the man trapped inside it.

Only then does the guild master manage to mumble, “P-please, wait just a mo-”

He doesn’t finish. The demon’s massive arm punches through the chest plate and into the man’s body, then rips his heart out in one brutal motion.

Right in front of the dying man’s wide, disbelieving eyes, Morwag lifts the slowly beating heart to his face. He doesn’t even give it a light sniff, instead, he takes a long, deep breath, even smearing the tip of his nose with blood as he presses it against the heart.

Then he smiles. “So weak,” he says, crushing the heart in his hand as he watches the man die, sinking to his knees, and toppling to the side. As Morwag looks down at him, his hair slips forward, hiding his face from my view.

Silence fills the room as I begin gathering more mana and partially activate several arrays while splitting my mind into a set of combat-oriented subminds.

I can’t see his face, but Morwag’s voice alone is enough to tell what his expression has turned into.

“Nathaniel,” he says, “you would be more fun to fight, right?”

He still doesn’t look my way. His upper body shakes a little as a laugh slips out. “You wouldn’t let me down like this vermin, right?”



Finally, he turns to me, his face lit by the flickering light of the ruined base, and for a moment, his expression freezes when he sees mine.

I’m not sure what expression I’m wearing that gives him pause, but I answer, “What do you think, bitch?”

Before he can move, I hurl every scrap of mana I’ve been gathering at him. Morwag stands there for a moment before he is flung away at high speed, breaking through steel walls. Only later does the shockwave arrive, too slow to follow.

My raw mana surges out like a tidal wave, destroying everything in its way. The walls shatter as they cease to exist, torn down to nothingness. The air distorts with the sheer force of the shockwaves bouncing through the base until they finally start to weaken, and open up a view of the sheer scale of the destruction around us.

Then there is silence. The light dies slowly, leaving the base trembling and the air thick with the hum of fading mana.

Even then, I don’t stop, not for a moment. More mana floods my body and coils around me as I spin it, unleashing a barrage of attacks on the demon.
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Chapter 731 - Fine gentlemen


                The place around us starts to fall apart as I expand the field with kinetic energy and hold it steady. All the debris, even the dust, freezes in the air, but there’s one thing I can’t stop from moving.

Even through all of this, Morwag climbs his way out from behind the wall I sent him through. Cracks spread around him as more debris rains down, but then even that stops, freezing in midair.

That same maniacal smirk crawls back onto his face, and for the first time, there’s a wound on him. It’s barely a fingernail-length scratch on his chest, and from it, a single droplet of deep red blood flows down.

Morwag looks straight at me, picks up the droplet on the tip of his finger. His movements push through my kinetic hold by raw force alone, and he licks the blood from the tip of his finger.

An insane amount of absorbed kinetic energy fills me, feeding into what I’m already channeling. Morwag doesn’t say a word as he charges at me again.

And I do exactly the same thing. I seize the massive amount of mana building inside me and release it in a concentrated blast aimed right at him.

This time, he tries to hold himself in place, binding himself to the floor, but everything around him shatters in the explosion, and he still goes shooting into the wall. The shockwaves rebound through the space, bursting my eardrums and deafening me once more.

Once again, I watch as he climbs out of the destruction, this time opening his mouth to speak.

I do the same thing again and send him flying in another blast of released mana.

Right after that, the second seal on my Ignition Heart unseals fully, and I start converting all the stored thermal energy into mana, using it without hesitation. My Mana Wave Predation grows stronger the longer it lasts, syncing perfectly with my eyes as I launch attack after attack at him, striking at the places I can sense his body moving, hidden inside the storm of the explosions.

I fire [Empyrean Lance]. I manifest powerful projectiles that tear through the air with booming waves of thunder. I shape orbs charged with thermal and kinetic energy. I weave arrows from Ley Lines.

A constant barrage of attacks rips the whole place apart, and I get to see just how many of them dissolve before reaching him. Threads of mana unravel, energy collapses into glittering particles that drift through the air around us.

After a while, I stop and watch him climb out again. He tries to move fast, but my [Redistribution] slows him down. I’ve seen his bursts of speed before and can’t let him use it again. I can’t stop him completely, but I do slow him enough to cut his momentum short.

“Are you getting tired?” Morwag smiles at me.

There are a few more scratches on his body now, but after a barrage that could have erased several city blocks, he still stands there looking virtually untouched.

“Tired,” I say, tasting the word, letting it hang in the air for a moment. “No, I don’t think I am.”

As I speak, I gather even more mana. Unlike before, when I had to channel everything just to break the Champion’s barrier, now I’m free to rely on my own reserves and what I can draw in myself. There’s no Sword of Aeons and no people to protect. It’s only my life on the line.

Pushing through my [Redistribution], Morwag reaches me at high speed, tanking the attacks I throw his way and unbinding them into clouds of loose mana. Just as he appears in front of me, I bury my feet into the ground, mana blazing through my body, all of it focused on raw body strengthening, and I punch the demon straight on.

His fist meets my reinforced body, and my chest caves in as I’m flung back, but not before I see my own fist slam into his face, and then bursting into a mist of bone, blood, and flesh. My hand explodes from the impact, unable to handle the energy coursing through it.

For a second, it feels like slow motion as I watch Morwag’s cheek ripple under the strike and his head snap backward. Unlike me, he only staggers a few steps while I find myself being thrown across the chamber, but I don’t fly as far as I should. I absorb the momentum midair and land softly, immediately boosting my body with kinetic energy and reaching Morwag again. He snaps his head back down and draws his arm to throw another punch.

I hit him again, using my other arm, slamming my fist into his face with the same result, and his counterstrike caves in my chest once more. This time, though, it hurts less, as I manage to react in time and absorb most of the kinetic force behind the impact.

Catching my balance again, I let go of any plans I had. Thermal energy leaks from my body as I slightly lift the third seal on the Ignition Heart, and I mimic the way that Absolute channeled it for me. Golden flames erupt from my body and blaze outward, lashing like massive molten whips that slice through what remains of the base and leave everything they touch glowing red and dripping metal.

I watch as my arms regrow at incredible speed, bones, nerves, and flesh stretching and reforming. But before I can finish, Morwag is already there, driving a third punch straight into my chest.

In return, I stab a jagged bone from my half-regenerated forearm into his stomach, only to watch it crack and snap under the impact. The heat burning from it scorches his skin, hissing as it melts through.

He doesn’t even flinch. Instead, as if savoring the pain, he lets the burning touch linger and grabs my forearm, pulling me closer. For a brief moment, we lock eyes, and then I gather every drop of thermal energy inside me, convert it to mana, and let it explode between us, throwing us away from each other.

Morwag rolls across the ground again while I absorb my momentum and disrupt most of the explosion heading my way. Before I can act, he’s already flying through the air at me, an arm raised and ready to strike.

My arms finish regrowing, and all my minds snap into one and [Redistribution] surges to its highest level, freezing the demon in midair.

His binding energy rises fast, trying to resist, but before it can break through, my [Empyrean Lance] forms and shoots toward him. He throws his primordial energy to intercept it, weakening the lance but failing to destroy it completely. It pierces deep into his shoulder and pins him to the wall.

I then can feel him gathering a massive amount of primordial energy, and whatever he’s planning isn’t good for me.

So I teleport to the surface, but before leaving, I drop a huge tricolored orb to make sure the hideout collapses completely.

When I step into the light again, the ground trembles beneath my feet. The crack we entered through is already buried in the explosions that buried the maniacal demon down there.

Wasting no time, I rise into the air and deploy multiple arrays. One of them pulls at the Ley Lines and begins materializing them behind me, spreading into a massive inscription across the sky. To keep my mind from overloading, I use simpler threads of mana instead of full Ley Lines wherever I can, continuing to expand the formation and guide mana through it.

My Ignition Heart beats faster, flooding me with more thermal energy than I could ever hope to spend. I just keep turning it all into mana. The strain is immense, but I enjoy it. I can’t remember the last time I had this much fun.

For the first time in ages, I’m determined to see how far I can really push myself against an opponent who can endure all I can dole out, and even more. There aren’t any Champions, no Absolutes, no pristine items dropping into my hands. It’s just me. My hearts, my body, and my mind, all driven to the limit.

[Ley Line - lvl 67 > Ley Line - lvl 68]

[Manifestation - lvl 19 > Manifestation - lvl 20]

[Focus - lvl 72 > Focus - lvl 73]

Is it a bit cowardly to run here and bombard him? It sure is, but between losing to that maniac and fighting like a cowardly little bitch, I know for sure which one would bother me more. I don’t think Morwag and I will ever get along the way I do with Weslin. In some twisted way, we’re just too similar.

Finally, the moment comes. Morwag almost digs his way up to the surface, and I focus several of my minds together, shaping dozens of massive mana projectiles and compressing them until they turn dark blue with the faintest hint of purple. I move them into position within the Ley Line inscription spread across the sky and activate it.

It feels like my entire mana pool drains away in an instant. My heart falters, unable to keep up, forcing me to increase the output of my Ignition Heart. The projectiles expand, each one grows as tall as me and as thick as my arm, and quickly their color shifts through a series of vibrant tricolored hues. They stabilize, heavy and dense, dozens of solid projectiles waiting to be fired at the speed of sound, something I’ve been wanting to test for a long time.

The earth below explodes as Morwag rises from the ground in a slow, predatory motion. A grin spreads across his face when he sees my preparations and the look of surprise that follows.

The bastard is wearing the low pristine armor that the guild master of the Eternal Court was using before.

The armor is completely restored, the hole he tore through to rip out the man’s heart now sealed, as if it had never existed. It’s also changed. Gone is the white, plastic-like transparency. Now, with Morwag wearing it, it’s turned a deep shade of blood red, still somewhat see-through but pulsing with life. 

It fits him perfectly, sleeker and more refined, the surface rippling in rhythm with his heartbeat. The horns growing from the helmet are longer and thicker than before, matching Morwag’s in size.

“You cheating little bitch!” I shout, outraged.

“What are you gonna do, motherfucker, fly higher or run away? Get down here!” he yells back.

My response is one of the projectiles. With an audible boom, it fires downward, its surface sparking as Morwag hurls his primordial energy against it. But my mana isn’t so easy to unbind. It pushes through the resistance and slams into the armor before dissolving into fine particles at the last moment, scattering like sand caught in the wind as it touches it.

The armor is far stronger than it was before. It’s either been made for demons, or it just needed a powerful demon heart to function properly.

Morwag seems surprised by the way my projectile reacts, but not for long. More shots follow, each one launched with its own burst of kinetic energy. One after another, they crash into him, hammering the armor.

The first few attacks break apart into particles like before, but the later ones carry enough force to throw the demon off balance, sending him crashing from side to side. I aim faster, shoot faster, bombarding him without pause, but even then, I can’t seem to pierce the armor.

Before my projectiles are spent, I stop. The web of inscriptions fades from the sky, retracting into me as the projectiles merge into one massive sphere, which I pull into position over my head, shaping it into a halo before it begins to spin like a whirlpool, only for me to absorb it as well.

I descend and land, facing the demon.

Morwag takes a step forward, and as he moves, the armor stays behind. He simply steps out of it. The blood-red color drains away, the horns fade, and the armor turns transparent white once more, standing there like an empty shell.

Before either of us can move, I blink a few times, not believing what I see. “Motherfucker,” I gasp.

“You are…” Morwag starts, but I interrupt him.

“Not you!” I shout and shift my disruption, match the frequency, and shoot it toward Morwag, weaving it around him and at the armor.

A camouflage flickers out, then a pendant cracks and drops to the ground, revealing Brich already climbing his way into the armor.

Now that he’s been caught, the lumoran stops awkwardly and smiles. “Well, fuck. Good afternoon, fine gentlemen! Please, don’t mind me, just carry on with whatever you were up to and keep trying your best to murderize each other.”

Before he can even finish speaking, Morwag grabs him by the feet and swings him like a toy, slamming him into the ground with an audible crack of breaking bones.

            


Chapter 732 - Thieving rat


                Morwag, still gripping Brich, swings the lumoran a second time and slams him into the ground with another sickening crunch, and this time I see Brich’s neck snap.

Before Morwag can swing again, that same neck twists back into place with an even worse crunch, and his eyes open wide. In a burst of quick movement from his back, Brich draws Calvorn and slashes at the demon, who raises his arms to defend himself.

But I don’t have time to watch any more than that. Two more figures appear and rush toward the armor.

Fueled by mana roaring through my body, I reach them in an instant, then step aside as a bolt of blue lightning shoots past me. I push mana out in front of me into a barrier and let it deflect the incoming mana based attacks.

Pulling from the mana coursing through my body, I release it in a blast that sends one of the men flying.

The other teleports behind me, and I twist around before he’s even fully materialized, mana oscillating across my palm as I prepare to strike. In the last moment, my attention shifts back to the man I blasted away, because he’s already recovered and sprinting toward the armor. Brich and Morwag are already fighting somewhere in the distance.

As the teleporting man finishes materializing, I change my plan. I leave a tricolored orb behind and use Wraith Dance, then channel kinetic energy to boost my movement and reach the armor. The man trying to grab it fires another bolt of blue lightning, but my angled barrier deflects it.

I crash down where he stands, sending a shockwave through the area as I stop right beside the armor. Immediately, a barrier made of blue lightning forms around me, shrinking fast. And the edges of the net-like barrier start to glow with sharp new lines that slice through trees and stone like paper.

The world around me drains of color. Then the lightning net flickers and collapses completely.

[Eclipse - lvl 52 > Eclipse - lvl 53]

The teleporting man appears nearby, charging with sword and axe in hand, glowing with dense inscriptions. The visor on his helmet closes, and a burst of blinding light fills the area, forcing me to switch to other senses.

Then, in rapid succession, three crystals in his hand explode. The first scrambles mana across the area, the second sends violent bursts of heat through the air, and the third creates afterimages so vivid they feel like real bodies moving around me.

They either came well prepared or they’ve studied me enough to counter me.

I don’t bother trying to see through it. Instead, I gather mana and compress it in front of me into a tricolored orb and let it detonate. The shockwave blasts all of us apart, me and the armor included.

Thermal energy surges under my skin, healing my wounds as I rise. Locating the armor, I rush toward it again. An attack comes my way from the side, but I grab the armor and raise it in front of me, using it as a shield. The strange metal projectile slams into it, launching both me and the armor backward.

I absorb my momentum and stop midair. Another bolt of blue lightning shoots my way, but I disrupt it along with the dozens of mana projectiles following it. The teleporting man forms a construct in front of him, and Brich steps out of the portal that opens in front of me, holding Calvorn. The blade’s mouth yawns open, tongue and teeth showing.

“Okay, fellas, we’ve got fifteen seconds before MorMor gets back to us! Oh, and hello, Nathaniel.”

“Hey,” I answer, steadying my breath. “Before I forget, there’s someone I know who’s been wanting to join Crimson Forge, but he said they wanted to talk to you first.”

“If it’s for you, just tell him to look for me at the Turtle Inn. The owner knows me and will point him in the right direction.”

“Sounds good,” I nod, sliding deeper into [Focus]. The world around me slows down as all three of them attack at once.

Chains of blue lightning rise from the ground in every direction, each vibrating at a different frequency to make them more difficult to disrupt. The teleportation guy vanishes and starts to appear behind my back. Two of the orbs floating over Brich pulse together, releasing a sound attack that hits harder than expected, throwing off my concentration and blurring my vision.

At the same time, the boots on Brich’s feet flare to life, propelling him forward with movements not unlike Wraith Dance. He flashes right in front of me, swinging Calvorn, and I feel it trying to devour both my mana along with traces of my primordial energies.

At high speed, I force my way through the pull and channel a burst of kinetic energy, making the air around me hum with a deep vibration. When I release it, Brich barely manages to raise the sword to block. Calvorn devours part of the blast, but the remaining force sends Brich flying.

The exhaust nodes for thermal energy on my back open up, and golden flames erupt outward at high speed, surrounding the man who only barely manages to teleport away in time.

Colors fade even more from the world as my [Eclipse] tears apart whatever the lightning guy was building. But I don’t stop there. My Ignition Heart thunders, pumping more thermal energy into my body, which I then turn into mana. Excitement surges through me as I unleash mana freely, hurling massive attacks one after another, the kind that would have exhausted me after only a few uses before.

Faster than they can keep up with, I channel more mana and release another massive surge. The resulting explosion smashes into Brich, pushing him back, though Calvorn blocks most of it again.

An [Empyrean Lance] shoots toward the lightning user, who dives aside, rolling and crawling to get away with fear written all over his face at the sight of the projectile.

And then, with a simple burst of intent and mana, I unleash what I’ve decided to call Fuck Everything In That Direction Specifically at the teleportation guy.

He dodges, but the explosion obliterates everything nearby. The ground cracks and caves in, trees are ripped from the soil, and the blast reaches far enough to slam into the canyon wall, shaking it until chunks of stone the size of cars begin to roll and fall down like an avalanche.

My senses pull my focus back to Brich. He’s holding Calvorn high above his head, the blade split along its length to reveal a slick tongue and rows of sharp teeth. Something about it makes [Eclipse] flicker, and for a moment, colors seep back into the world.

I keep my eyes on Brich and ignore the others. The barrier I raise blocks their attacks, though cracks appear across it under the barrage. Then, the falling boulders from the avalanche slow midair and then freeze completely.

Brich, who’s been holding his sword high in the air, notices the change and quickly glances that way.

“You ridiculous bastard, just give me a second to breathe!” he complains just as I hurl a concentrated burst of the kinetic energy I’ve just gathered at him.

He swings Calvorn, devouring the attack and stopping it. But as he does, the [Eclipse] that had been flickering surges back to full strength, draining the world of color again and expanding even further as I feed it more mana.

Three orbs form behind my back, tricolored and extremely compressed. At their core, just the tiniest sign of a white and golden center begins to show, just the smallest hint of one, even after all the experimentation I’ve done. Each of the orbs launches toward one of my opponents.

The teleportation guy creates a portal in front of him, sending an orb through it, but it collapses immediately as the portal drains him with the strain of moving such a huge amount of mana. 

The lightning guy turns into a streak of lightning and vanishes somewhere into the sky while the orb explodes where he stood, and Brich turns Calvorn against his own orb, as the ego sword swallows the orb and snaps closed with an audible thump. With a hiss, steam starts rising from the blade, and the heat passes through the handle, climbing higher and burning Brich, who’s still refusing to let go of the sword.

The teleported and the second orb both explode, sending a huge shockwave through the area that makes even me stumble.

They burst outward in a blinding shockwave that tears through the area, followed by heat that ignites the surrounding foliage. The heat rolls over everything, splitting the ground and searing the barrier. A heartbeat later, a wave of distorted mana spreads out like an EMP, attempting to disrupt every trace of mana in its reach. Barriers flicker, constructs collapse, and the air hums with an unstable frequency.

Then the implosion hits.

The space where the orb was folds inward, pulling everything toward it: dust, shattered stone, and it even tears chunks out of the earth. It squeezes it all together into a dense, twisted ball before it finally stops, and the ball drops into a patch of cracked, melted ground.

Brich steps out of the flickering barrier surrounding him and is about to charge me, but he turns his attention in another direction. Towards Morwag flying through the air after a massive jump. He’s about to land on the teleportation guy and likely tear him to shreds.

Brich doesn’t react in time, but I do. A burst of kinetic energy shoots at Morwag, making him miss, and the teleportation guy barely gathers enough strength to teleport somewhere far beyond my reach, choosing to escape rather than return, the same as the lightning guy.

“Don’t kill anyone, you maniac! I don’t want to level up!” I shout at Morwag.

Even that short distraction is enough. Using those boots, Brich rushes at me and cuts through the barrier I’ve made between us. The glove on his left arm, the one not holding Calvorn, activates, and for a moment, my body halts, held in place by something like [Telekinesis] but mixed with another force I can’t seem to disrupt fast enough.

Grabbing the armor while I stand here frozen, Brich disappears along with the armor as one of the mana stones on his belt cracks and activates the connection to the teleportation mark he must have placed.

Morwag, a second too late, lands where Brich stood. Glancing my way at my frozen body, he, after a second of thinking, punches me in the face with a force that makes my skull rattle, flinging me back. He immediately takes off, following Brich toward the Megacity.

Lying on the ground, I blink a few times, shake my head, and groan in pain. A burst of kinetic energy lifts me back to my feet, and Wraith Dance sends me forward, but the hazy feeling in my head makes me misjudge the distance. I appear right in front of a tree, crash through it, and find myself rolling across the ground again as I lose balance.

Another burst of kinetic energy gets me standing, and I rush forward, only to stop and raise a barrier as a mana stone left by Brich explodes behind me, bursting into sticky threads of mana. Instead of trying to disrupt the tricky trap, I extend [Ley Line] into the distance and teleport after them, the two already more than two miles ahead.

When I catch up, I find them both crouched behind a boulder, Brich even holding onto Morwag, who doesn’t seem to protest too much or move away. As I arrive, Brich grabs me too and pulls me down behind the boulder with them.

Just before I duck, I see what they’re hiding from.

In the distance, between the Megacity and us, a small figure floats in the air. A vyssari with white lightning crackling around his body.

“Fuck,” I mutter quietly, then, with a bit more enthusiasm, join the duo behind the boulder.

“You think he saw us?” Brich asks me.

“Of course he fucking saw us,” Morwag growls.

“I saw you,” says Lyraen in a deep, echoing voice. It sounds like he’s behind us, to the right, above, below, everywhere at once. Just as confusing as ever. “Brich, you thieving rat, I’ve been waiting for you to leave the Megacity, and now that you finally have, you’re going to hand over the ego sword, or I’m going to kill you. I have no interest in the two of you from the Primordial Knights, so leave. If you interfere, I’ll just have to deal with you as well.”

“I refuse! Calvorn and I are best buds now!” Brich shouts, and when he sees my face, he grins.

“So be it,” Lyraen says.

A loud crack echoes in the distance, and Brich grabs the surprised Morwag and pulls him in front of himself as a shield. A bolt of white lightning tears through the boulder, shooting straight at Brich, but it slams into Morwag’s chest instead, blasting him and Brich, sending them flying into the distance like cannonballs.

            


Chapter 733 - White lightning


                The sky above us grows darker as heavy clouds gather despite the fact that it’s still midday, and the wind starts to pick up. White lightning crackles between the dark masses of clouds, but the sound it makes is unlike any other I’ve ever heard. To the point that it sounds like it’s tearing through the sky as it courses along its path.

And Lyraen is floating at the center of that storm, and for a moment our eyes meet before he glances back at the armor lying at my feet, thinking.

I don’t like it. Not at all.

In response, my mana bursts out of me like a torrential wave, spinning itself into a halo that I quickly compress, turning the immense amount I’ve gathered a pitch shade of black. In an instant, it starts devouring every bit of mana in the area it can reach, and I take a step to stand between the armor and Lyraen.

“If I had wanted to take it, I would’ve just killed you,” he says, his voice sounding as if it’s coming from behind me.

Then, as he flies off in the direction of the others, his figure fades away into some form of camouflage, whether it be a self generated field, a skill, or some strange item, whatever trick he uses. He disappears so completely that even I can’t sense him. And the most insane part is that all the white lightning he’s gathered vanishes along with him.

I should still be able to sense that disgusting amount of powerful lightning, even if he’s doing everything he can to hide it. Yet I don’t.

A few seconds later, white lightning cracks in the distance where Brich and Morwag flew. Even from here, I can hear Morwag’s laughter echoing through the air, like he’s having the time of his life. Of course, that lunatic survived getting struck by that crazy lightning.

For a while, I stand there, contemplating whether I have any reason to join the fight, especially after my own battle with Morwag was interrupted so suddenly. I’m not even tired, and my reserves are just as full as they were when it started. With black mana, I’m sure I could handle myself well enough, even though none of these three is a fully mana oriented fighter. I could channel it to strengthen my body or amplify my skills.

Yet I hesitate. The moment has passed, and the aggression I felt earlier has cooled. It would feel pathetic to barge into a fight I have no stake in. Maybe I really was hoping that Lyraen would try to take the armor. If he had, I could have used that as an excuse.

I almost leave. I almost grab the armor, teleport the rest of the items to myself, and go.

Almost.

Even while fighting against two opponents, Lyraen somehow finds time to speak, his voice reaching me, talking directly into my ear. “I’ve changed my mind. I wanted to be forgiving, but your eyes… they irritate me so very much. Consider this a mercy, and a warning.”

Before I can react, a thin streak of white lightning shoots from the direction of the fight. It moves faster than I can perceive, faster than even my overclocked senses can follow. It pierces my back, tears through my side, and leaves a burned hole no wider than a thumb before shooting into the ground and vanishing.

The wound doesn’t heal, but I know it wasn’t meant as an attack, so much as it was a message, a warning.

I stand still. Blood flows from the scorched hole in my body, soaking through my shirt and pants beneath it.

Taking a deep breath, I force myself to calm down.

One second. Two seconds. Three. Another deep breath.

And another.

I let go of the armor and turn around, slowly rising into the air and flying toward the battle in the distance. The black mana halo above my head spins faster, wilder, and I feed it more mana. As always, it tries to slip free of my control, but I split my mind into multiple parts, each one acting to hold it in control, like when you are trying to stop water from overflowing with just your hands.

My eyes burn inside my skull as I watch Morwag attack Brich and try to locate Lyraen, while Brich switches between trying to escape and focusing on attacking Lyraen.

The vyssari attacks from what feels like every direction at once, and neither of the two S ranks can locate him. Both are covered in unhealing wounds and bleeding badly. I think Calvorn is the only thing keeping Brich alive, while Morwag is holding himself together through a mix of primordial energy, willpower, and sheer demonic madness.

“I warned you,” that deep voice sounds next to me again.

My eyes open wide, and my concentration sharpens. I notice a flash of white lightning, and a small segment of a barrier composed of dense black mana forms in front of my chest, deflecting the white lightning that bursts on impact. Only the flashes and sparks deflecting from it cause some scars and burns on my body, but the main attack is blocked.

Then I use all of the black mana to power [Eclipse] that expands, covering a mile or two wide area, draining it entirely of its colors. Only the blue flashes of mana from Brich keep their color, and the striking white of Lyraen’s lightning.

Within that area, I find it. I find the structure of Lyraen’s camouflage skill. I observe it, and even though I do not understand it, I find the part holding it together. Then I pull on that thread, destroying the beautiful structure.

Within my [Eclipse], Lyraen appears, floating half a mile away from Brich and Morwag, with multiple circles made of inscriptions around him and the same number of lightning projectiles ready to cast.

Lyraen shows shock for the shortest moment before he moves again and tries to hide himself, but I know what to look for and pull on that thread again as his skill tries to weave itself together and activate, causing it to fail again.

Two more fast lightning projectiles shoot at me, but expecting that, the small dense segment of black mana I compressed moves in front of me. It’s the largest I can form without it weakening. It blocks the attack, causing more sparks and lashes to burn my skin and even my face as I do not break eye contact with the vyssari in the distance. I don’t blink at all.

My Ignition Heart thumps, sending golden threads of thermal energy into the area, striking against the black and white around me. They coil around me, twist, and gradually shift into a pale blue spectrum until the thermal energy becomes mana pulled toward the halo starting to reform over my head to replace the black one I used to power my skill. It spins and grows as more mana continues to fill it.

Feeling hot blood dripping from my ears and from the wound he caused, I block three more fast white lightning projectiles and cancel thirty-seven swift attempts to reactivate his camouflage. Each of them is slightly different as he relies on speed and subtle changes, but I read all of them and pull each one apart faster than the last.

Both Brich and Morwag reach him, Brich by growing some sort of mechanical wings from the back of his armor, and Morwag by simply leaping high into the air. After a few clashes, Lyraen is forced to put some distance between them, while shooting more lightning at them and scarring their bodies even further.

A white flash fills the area, and Lyraen cuts through it like lightning given shape, escaping the area of my [Eclipse]. Having gained enough distance, he stops and reactivates his camouflage without a word. The last thing to fade is his dark expression.

Brich opens his eyes in panic and grabs Morwag in what almost feels like a hug, and both of them teleport. A stream of white lightning pierces the area where they stood, as thick as a tree, jagged and cracking, erasing anything in its way with a sound like a power line snapping apart.

I feel the teleportation heading my way, but I let it happen. Brich appears next to me, along with Morwag, punching him. The lumoran puts his hand on me as well, and I sense him trying to teleport me as well.

I have been preparing another barrier of concentrated black mana, denser and more volatile than before, when Brich shouts, “That pompous jerk isn’t posturing and threatening anymore! It was fun until now, but you don’t want to mess with him when he is like this!”

Something in his voice draws more of my attention to him, and I read his expression.

In the end, I allow him to teleport us all away. I observe the way the item or the marks he has do it. He seems to have placed a mark near me without me noticing because of how dormant it was, masked in a mana signature similar to mine. How shrewd.

We teleport, and my shield made of black mana stays behind. When we reappear, I see a continuous stream of thick white lightning stretching toward it, more than two miles long. That distance is crossed in what feels like the blink of an eye, and the lightning crashes into the black barrier. Sparks and wisps of white lightning ricochet off the surface, twisting and flaring as they meet, each arc bursting into light that rips the air apart with a sharp, violent crack.

Then the lightning fades, and the barrier is still there, albeit cracked.

In quick succession, the second stream of white lightning tears through the air, not toward us but once again at the barrier made of black mana. It destroys it completely, the barrier finally breaking apart into fragments that rain from the air.

Brich teleports us again, and as he does, I pull the items I marked with us, even the low pristine armor. Lyraen tries to stop the teleport and almost succeeds before Brich uses another item, and I step in to help keep it stable.

After a long range teleport, we appear as close to the Megacity as its protections allow, and immediately start rushing toward it.

The hair on the back of my neck stands up, and I form another barrier of black mana, putting it in the path of the next lightning stream, expecting it to hold. This time it fails. The lightning feels different, changed to counter my barrier, and before I can strengthen it with more mana or modify it as well, it pierces through and hits Morwag’s leg, completely erasing it.

For a second, it looks like Morwag wants to stop and fight. I can see it on his excited face, but we drag him through the gate and into the city, kicking and shouting.

Just as we cross the threshold, another lightning strike slams into the ground outside. Then there is a short silence before, in a white flash, Lyraen appears in front of the gate, floating just beyond it. He does not attack anymore. He only looks at us, then at Calvorn, then at the pile of items I teleported here, and finally at me, longer than at anything else.

He says nothing. Then he passes through and floats somewhere into the city.

“Lyraen’s a good fella. Out of all the S ranks, he’s tried to kill me the least,” Brich says with a grin while tapping my shoulder. “But when he gets like this, get the hell away unless you happen to be Nyssa fucking Volare. Well, fine gentlemen, I’ll be going on my way before my pal Morwag decides to tear off my head. I had that happen once, and it is not a pleasant memory. Unfortunately, it timed out with my mind backup, so it is still here,” he taps on his head.

I quickly check all the items, and find everything still there. The lumoran walks away, leaving me and the one legged Morwag behind.

The demon stays quiet, but his emotions are clear in his eyes.

“So, mission completed?” I ask, pushing away the same feelings that try to surface. There will be time for that later.

Morwag looks down at me, then at the pile of items, and finally at his bleeding stump before snorting. “It seems so.”

“Good. Try guessing if I managed to repossess a few things from Brich while he was teleporting us away,” I say.

At that, Morwag gives me a confused look, but I catch the flicker of amusement in his eyes.

He can’t hide it from me.

After that, I look at an interesting mana stone and a brooch-like object I took from Brich. Both are mid-arcane. Considering all the loot currently at my feet, they’re not really all that valuable, but still, they make me happier than anything else here.

            


Chapter 734 - NORA


                POV Brich

It’s been a few days since my failure to take possession of that low pristine armor Isolde’d been wanting to study so badly. She paid a lot of shards for information regarding the Eternal Court’s location. Unfortunately, it just wasn’t meant to be! If not for that man’s eyes, then maybe…

I shudder and shake my head, trying to push away the memory of that gaze. Those gray and brown eyes with golden circles around the pupils, so full of potential. I’ve seen attendees with Mana Wavelength Irises before, but no one has handled them like that man did. That damn thieving rat. But at least I got a bit of his and Morwag’s blood for our labs.

A knock sounds at the door, and I call out, “Come in! I promise I’m not naked!”

There are a few seconds of hesitation, which surprises me, as the presence lingers just behind the door. Then Nathaniel’s friend steps in. Slim, long black hair, green eyes. Most of all, he feels like a monstrosity, a thin, sharp sword, made of an array of mismatched patches of strange metals, yet still brilliant and perfectly held together.

Alias Savant. From Earth’s tutorial, third year, already A-rank, and currently on the ninth floor of the tutorial. Suspected of having skills that let him incorporate parts of other beings or even items. Usually works alone, no flashy performances on the earlier floors, but people suspect it’s because he always does just enough to avoid drawing attention. Highly talented with body strengthening, judging from the reports of a fight he had on the third beyond floor with one of the attendees. Other reports have it that he uses kinetic energy, as reported by a demon who happened to sense him, and later sold the information for a chance to challenge one of our guildmates to a duel. May the Rulers bless those simple minded creatures.

By merit of his abilities, it’s widely believed that Savant has plans to join Crimson Forge either to steal or exploit our guild’s resources.

“You’re in!” I tell him happily. “I mean, you’ll have to talk to someone from leadership, but just tell them I said you can join, and it should be fine. For some reason, they seem to listen to me for the most part.”

Savant stands there silently for a while before saying, “I expected this to be different.”

“More formal? Did you think I’d be boring, like the other S-ranks?” I wave my hand dismissively. “Buddy, let me tell you a secret. I’m pretty fucked up, and I’m proud of it. Who else would push their body and mind as far as I have? I’m that guy. That special, good boy, your mom always told you to be.”

I lower my voice. “Some days I start to wonder if, after so many times storing and reloading my memories, I’m still really me, or just some strange copy of myself. You know what I do then?”

He shakes his head.

“I stop thinking about useless stuff. It’s that simple! You joining our guild sounds like fun, and Eldrin and the others will find it fun too, so why not? Try to steal and cheat as much as you can, while we do the same. Oh, and one more thing. Five million shards for your right arm and whatever’s in it.”

“No.”

“Aw.”

“Yeah.”

“You’re a bit like your friend Nathaniel, though he’s got a more… well, let’s say, extravagant personality.”

“I wouldn’t call us friends, but yes, he can be like that.”

“Everyone seems to know except him,” I laugh. “Give it a year or two, and he’ll either turn into another monstrous S-rank or die along the way. And damn, I’m sure it’ll be a glorious death. The whole world will stop just to watch, and that creepy stalker velnar with his Parallax eyes will be left drooling over his records.”

He seems to relax a bit, the tension I felt from him fading. It no longer feels like my skin is burning under a strange orange light.

I notice Savant trying to match my behavior a little to make me ease off when he says in his own, calculated manner, “And he doesn’t realize it at all. He keeps acting like he’s trying to catch up to everyone, while it’s the others straining to catch up to him.”

“You too?”

“I said the others.”

“Is that why Earth seems to be so full of cute little monsters?”

“You tell me.”

“I don’t want to! There are a few theories as to why, and plenty of them tie back to that other creepy guy of yours. Christoph, as he calls himself. By the way, Calvorn is still pissed at him for eating his master.”

“It doesn’t matter to me. But if you don’t mind, I’d like to talk about what I came here for instead of indulging this idle chatter.”

“I think I like Nathaniel more than you.”

 







 

POV One, Normal Difficulty, Group: Ominous Latin Name

Ten people. That’s how many of us make it out of the tutorial after clearing the thirteenth floor on Normal difficulty, while the rest of our group remains on the lower floors. There are plenty of notifications, but every one of us pushes them aside for one obvious reason.

Before, we were transported into the tutorial with a hundred people and a chunk of a shopping mall. Now, we reappear in the same place, in the middle of the city. The glaring difference being the tall fence surrounding the area, complete with guard towers. There are even tanks, soldiers, and tents with a few drones circling the area.

A loud but strangely pleasant alarm echoes through the zone. Moments later, a woman in professional clothes steps out of one of the tents. Her blouse has a few bits of food stuck to it, like she abandoned her meal in a hurry, and she’s still wiping her mouth while licking the sauce from her fingers.

“Wait for now,” I tell the others, tightening my grip on the spear in my hand.

Together with two soldiers, the woman in a suit approaches us. None of them are armed, and no weapons are being pointed our way.

When she gets close, she smiles and licks her fingers one more time, “Hello! I’m Elisabeth Jonas, and I work as first contact personnel for this division of NORA, the National Office for Returnee Affairs. You might not realize it, but I’m currently among the top-performing officers in the division.”

“What the fuck,” someone from my group mutters.

She doesn’t miss a beat, clearly prepared, and doesn’t let the silence linger. “I’m sure you have a lot of questions, and I’m here to answer as many as I can. We’re not here to threaten you, and should you wish, you are free to leave. We only ask that you continue following the laws you lived by before the tutorial. I hope that’s understandable. Of course, some laws will likely have to be changed in the future, given the nature of such world-changing events.”

Still smiling, she adjusts her blouse. “The current returnee briefing procedure was created by Colonel Jonathan Kane in collaboration with Rafael Vaughn, whom you might know as Channeler. I’ve been informed you may be acquainted with him, Mister…?”

“My name is Oliver,” I reply.

“Ah, Mr. Oliver Williams! I thought it was you. I have a file on you, along with everyone else who disappeared that day. It’s part of our protocols, so I hope you won’t hold that breach of privacy against me. Mr. Vaughn is currently staying in the city, and I’m sure he’s already been contacted. So if you decide to wait, I’m sure he’ll be here soon, and we can let someone you trust more than me get you up to speed. In the meantime, we can offer you a tent and order any food, drink, clothes, or whatever else you might need, just let me or the soldiers present know. Mr. Vaughn will probably arrive in a few minutes, so you won’t have to wait long. But if you decide to leave anyway, please use the exit right behind you.”

With that, she simply turns and leaves.

“Someone high up is motherfucking smart,” Samantha says as she steps to my side, watching the woman go. “Do we wait?”

I give it a thought, glancing over our ragtag group. Tired, armed, carrying every scrap of loot we could, bags filled with it. Ten people from Normal difficulty, probably some of the earlier returnees, so likely some of the strongest beings on Earth currently. Returnees, that’s what she called us, wasn’t it?

“I think we should wait for Channeler. One thing, if any of you jerks even so much as touch him, I will kick your ass myself. You know who he’s working with.”

A silence falls over the area, undercut only by the quiet whispering of names like Mana Maniac, Manahead, Glitch Mage, and, for some reason, Mana Daddy, whispered softly by a woman I can’t identify as something heavy lands near us.

Without breaking stride, straight after landing, the huge suit of armor takes a series of steps, each one making the ground tremble and reminding us of its weight. Even the mana radiating off it is impressive. Channeler might be from Easy difficulty, but damn if I’m not sure he could stomp us all into the ground with that armor alone. The way it moves is almost nimble, elegant, in striking contrast to its, well… special looks. Maybe there’s a hidden purpose I can’t fathom behind having made it so ugly.

Shivers run down my spine as the helmet turns toward me, then a hiss sounds, and the chestpiece of the armor opens. A young man climbs out, awkward at first, before landing gracefully on the ground.

Channeler is a handsome son of a bitch. His curly golden hair almost seems to catch the sun, the armor making a dramatic backdrop to his slim figure, while his blue eyes shine in a shade I’ve never seen in any other human. He smiles and steps forward, fixing the sleeve of his clean black suit.

“Hey!” he greets us with that smile, “I hope you don’t mind if I’m a bit more straightforward at first, just to make some things clear. I’ve had a few meetings like this, and I’ve found that making them more direct is the least painful for all sides. First, yes, you can leave, but if you start killing people or ignoring the law, you will be hunted down. It’s happened a few times already. The president and other important people don’t like the idea of superhumans running around and maybe assassinating them. It will be more difficult to deal with attendees from Hard difficulty, but that’s a problem for the future. Second, you don’t have to work for the army, but it’s better to register with NORA and all that. Everyone in my group did it. It’s annoying, but we decided we can be patient until the stronger people among us start returning.”

His words make the hair on my neck stand up. I’ve only seen him in the Community before, so I don’t know him all that well, but hearing him share something with such serious implications so calmly hits me harder than anything else. This world really is going to change a lot, isn’t it?

Channeler pauses, and when no one replies, he nods in satisfaction, “The country is slowly releasing more and more info to the public, but for now it’s a controlled process, and I think it’s going to work out in our favor. You might ask, Why the hell should you care what someone from Easy difficulty is telling you? Well, go on the internet and watch a few shorts edited by a certain, cute, young, green eyed editor, in which a certain man with heterochromia does some truly wild stuff. Someone from Earth has already taken a bunch of these clips, added a custom track and some professional edits, then uploaded the video to youtube. I think that video has around fifty million views now. Look up “I Can Fix Him - Part 1” The youtuber said they’re working on Part 2 and have apparently been getting a steady stream of videos from the other returnees.”

Once again, he looks at us, and I notice slow nodding around the group.

“I apologize if I come across as threatening, but these are the very same words I use when dealing with our dear country’s leaders. Thanks to that, we returnees aren’t being forced to join the army, or finding ourselves kidnapped to be studied, even though trust me, there are many, many people who want to, and I can promise you I will be the first to turn on them if they go sneaking around behind my back. Honestly, it’s all a huge mess right now, but we’ll fix it together. As much as I dislike the idea, I think in a few years the attendees will be setting the rules, and our leadership knows it. They’ll be throwing more money at you than you would’ve believed in your wildest dreams, all in hopes of preparing for that future. Whatever helps them sleep. But we all know that once the people from Hell difficulty start returning things are going to be a lot more chaotic.”

            


Chapter 735 - Instrument


                POV Nathaniel

It’s already been a few days since our short mission to the hideout of what remained of the Eternal Clowns, and my wound still hasn’t healed. Everything else did, but where that white lightning pierced through my side, where sparks hit my face and body, the wounds remain. They don’t heal, in fact, they’ve been causing me to slowly bleed out, even forcing me to use my thermal healing passive just to keep up. And Morwag still doesn’t have his leg back, even though he’s healing faster, and a big part of it has regrown, his powerful body resisting the effects better.

That’s also when I find myself in one of the guild lounges, waiting for someone to step out of the vice guild master’s office and call us in. Morwag just lies here, sprawled on the couch next to me.

I continue our conversation, “So I asked you, and you said you never licked a wall, right?”

“Listen, why the fuck would I lick a wall?”

“Of course you didn’t, and I expected that. So, what I want you to do is imagine licking it now.”

“I will throw you…”

“Oh shut up, just imagine it for a second. Weslin did it and was surprised. Trust me, you’ll like it,” I prod, interrupting him.

He stares at me like he wants to leap off the couch, grab it, and slam it over my head, but he holds himself back. Instead, he squints and pauses while looking at the wall behind me.

A second later, surprise crosses his face as it twists itself into an odd expression, “Holy fuck.”

“I know, right!” I say, excited, and straighten up in my armchair, “Now imagine licking your shirt!”

Morwag opens his mouth to object, then stops and glances down at his clothes. Another surprised expression blooms as he looks at me, clearly confused as to what kind of sorcery this could be.

Right then, the door opens, and one of the vice guild master’s assistants tells us, “You can go in.”

I stand while Morwag hops on one leg, somewhat awkwardly. From what I heard, he refused any prosthesis and decided to wait it out this way until his body deals with the effects.

As we pass the assistant, I watch Morwag scanning the room, looking from item to item. Furry carpet, mirror, book, and wooden furniture. Once in a while, he twists his face and shakes his head in disgust, vividly imagining himself licking different objects and feeling their texture and taste.

The door closes, and we are left in a small, almost ancient-looking office with a single man. The oldest demon I’ve ever seen. His horns coil back long and proud, his eyes a paler shade of red than usual. But even so, I can sense his void heart beating strongly.

“Please sit,” he gestures, not even looking up from the documents he’s reading.

The vice guild master is rumored to be the one person holding this guild together. Sort of like that IT guy always rolling in late, wearing a Hawaiian shirt and crocs even to meetings with the execs. He then raids the company fridge, empties it without a hint of shame, and disappears soon after. Yet everyone still treats him like royalty, because deep down they all know one thing: without him, there wouldn’t even be a guild left to mismanage.

The only difference is that this old demon, from what I’ve heard, seems to be the only truly responsible adult in the guild.

Both Morwag and I sit and wait a few moments while he finishes reading. He then tears the paper apart and tosses it into the air, at which point it catches fire. Only then does he look at us with an intent gaze.

“Morwag, since this whole shitshow with the Eternal Court is over, I want to ask you why did you kill one of the triplets when I told you not to do so unless absolutely necessary, and why would you ever put a handkerchief stained with her blood and flesh into one of her brothers’ mouths?”

Morwag opens his mouth, but the vice guild master raises a hand. “You know what, I don’t want to hear it. Just know that their handler, Gabele, was furious and has spoken to a great many people, causing our guild to lose a number of lucrative contracts on the third floor, resulting in a loss of five million shards and multiple mid arcane items.”

He flips another sheet and scans his notes. “Then of course there’s the matter of the unofficial rules you broke during the war, attacks within safe zones, and things I won’t even bother naming since you don’t seem to care. There’s the debacle with the Ancient Armory event, but thankfully, most of those consequences are falling on Crimson Forge and that human man.”

His eyes turn to me, “And you, you are lucky that Nyssa seems to need you.”

Because he does not expand on it, I breathe a sigh of relief. After all, I would not want him to question why the Ruler of Diligence decided to bury the Ancient Armory, not in front of MorMor.

“Is it time to finally tell me about the fifth floor?” I ask the vice guild master while glancing at Morwag, who is staring at the old demon’s horns and twisting his face.

The vice guild master nods, “We expected you would be moving there in a week or two, but the circumstances have changed. We suffered heavy casualties on the fifth floor, and so did the other guilds present there. After participating in an attempt to deal with that unexpected situation, Nyssa nearly died, but she is currently stabilized and expected to make a full recovery in a few days, thankfully.”

Morwag stops whatever he was doing, his face turning serious. “I will go there right away,” he says.

“Yes, you can, she even asked for you,” the old demon says, “But all that forces changes to our schedule and requires changes to our preparations.” He looks back at me, “The fifth floor’s quest is fairly simple, at least on paper: there are always ten reanimated beings, and you need to kill one of them for the portal to the sixth floor to open. That portal is for one person only. Before you ask, no, locals cannot enter the fifth floor.”

“I smell a big problem. How strong is one of those reanimated beings?” I ask.

“Each is Champion grade, a true Champion, not a weakened one,” the old demon says.

Thoughts start spiraling through my mind as I begin to put things together. “Let me guess, the one Nyssa wants killed is the mana specialized one?”

The vice guild master smiles, “Correct. A highly mana specialized Champion, a reanimated thylarin. We do not know who it used to be or how long it’s been since they died on that floor. Most of the ten reanimated, well, nine of them have been there longer than a thousand years. Only the tenth has been replaced, and only after a man named Adrian cleared the quest and reached the sixth floor nearly a thousand years ago.”

I gesture for him to continue, and he does. “As you can imagine, challenging someone powerful like that is not easy. There were many attempts, where hundreds of attendees fought against one of them, but there have been very few successes in the long history of Beyond. After all, a lot of these people would end up dead, and only one person would get to enter the next floor. And these are Champions they’d be fighting. These attempts tend to end with a great many dead attendees. So in the past few cycles, the strategy has changed. Slowly, painfully, information has been gathered on each of the reanimated beings. That information has also become extremely valuable because of the difficulty in acquiring it.”

As he says it, I can picture it. Even I can extend my senses for miles, so how far can a Champion sense? How would you spy on a Champion without them noticing? You blink, and they are there, killing you, or maybe you never even locate them and die without ever realizing. And how do you test them to find out about their abilities? You send an attendee near level 400 to fight them? The fight would be over in a second, and that’s with one of the reanimated Champion’s weakest attacks, you wouldn’t even learn anything useful.

The vice guild master continues, “Every guild usually focuses on the being they think they are most suited to face, or whichever one they’ve bought or gathered the most information on, so they can make adequate preparations. All information on one of the reanimated beings is valuable. Specializations, skills, perception range, reaction time, attack range, mana reserves, and many other factors are put into consideration. Our guild focuses mostly on the mana specialist because our primordial energies can counter a great many mana based abilities. Frontier, on the other hand, identified a weakness to the mind magic in one of the others, and that is why they’re currently working with your friend and other mind mages.”

He shares that information with me without hesitation, and it makes me wonder how much more they know about me or my group.



The old demon seems to be aware of my thoughts, judging by his sharp gaze, “You going to the fifth floor for now would be a waste. You have to consider that if you leave it and then want to enter again, you will have to sacrifice 15 stat points at the Quiet Circle again. I am aware of your tournament coming up in a few months. Due to system censorship, I can’t tell you much, but it won’t take too long. For now, Nyssa plans to return to her tutorial for more training. Use this time to improve whatever abilities you might need, finish your tournament, and then decide if you want to take part on the fifth floor. Either way, I am sure Nyssa will do this with or without you.”

 







 

Flashback Nyssa Volare

A young, barely five year old girl is quietly led through a grand chamber of polished wood and toward the demon seated on the throne. The sides of the hall are lined with dozens of nobles in beautiful clothing, their colors marking their rank. A select few of the high nobles wear gold and black, while lower ranks wear red and yellow. Every demon present is styled and groomed with almost artistic care. Servants, attendants, and bodyguards move between them, tending to every need.

All of them serve one dominion, the most powerful force on the central continent.

The High Lord on the throne wears a single color, white, and he alone is permitted that hue. His eyes track the young girl as she advances, and the chamber quiets when she bows in the ceremonial way she was taught.

“I greet the High Lord,” she says, her voice sounding oddly mature for a child her age, even as nearly everyone watches her with clear disgust written on their faces. She alone stands out in the hall, skin pale as milk, eyes a faint red edged with white rings around the pupils, short, uneven horns. Then there is the black hair falling over her shoulders, so striking in contrast with the white possessed by everyone else.

“Nyssa, your mother is dead.”

“I have been told, my High Lord.”

“I kept my word. I swore she and her kin would be spared while she served my dominion, and I have not broken that promise. But she failed, and she died too soon, not even by an enemy’s hand, but because of the same bloodline that runs through your veins.”

“Yes, my High Lord.”

“Then tell me, Nyssa,” he says, his gaze steady, “what is the purpose of your bloodline, and what colors do you wear?”

“Our only purpose is to be an instrument in the High Lord’s hands. We do not think, we do not question. We wear the blue of the abandoned ones with a touch of white, the High Lord has allowed us to mark us as his.”

“That is correct. You have proven yourself talented, and I have been told your clan’s bloodline runs strong in you. From this day forth, you’ll train to take your mother’s place. You’ll serve as my instrument, and in return, your clan will remain untouched. I will keep that promise, as I did before.”

The albino girl with black hair bows deeply. “I obey. I do not question.”

She does not see the High Lord’s faint smile, nor the slow sweep of his gaze as it moves across the chamber, daring anyone in the room to challenge him, the man whom the strongest warriors of their world serve.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Sooo, for the info on the Biscuit plush - it seems like everything goes well, and he should be available to order around February 13th!

I still need to confirm a bit more info and will prepare some FAQs for you guys.

Overall, I am super excited. Here is how he should look, though in the final version he will have different ears (bigger, rounder, more floppy), but this should be enough for you to imagine him!

[image: image]



                



Chapter 736 -  When the time comes


                It takes a few days, but while I’m stuck dealing with the damn wound, I also take care of some other things. I find out it really is possible to rent out a residence, and get a surprisingly high price too. I do so through the Japanese salary woman look-alike realtor.

Of course, she gets a cut, but this way I don’t have to deal with people, and I would rather not think about what the residence is going to be used for. I just really don’t want to know.

For now, I rent the place for three months, and I’ll figure out what to do later. I also go through the items we looted from the hideout, picking a few to disassemble, a few to sell, and I tell the guild to keep the low pristine armor for me to examine, as is my right per our deal.

Overall, not a bad haul. But I push further and give the guild some items I looted from the Ancient Armory, combined with a few of my own, so they can sell them all at auction. Of course, they get a cut as well, but I’ve gotten used to people stealing from me. That’s just the price I pay for my laziness and for my mind being calm as a lake every time I avoid having to deal with people.

I expect a few million shards to be added to my account before the tournament. The combination of auction earnings, rewards, rent, and my increased guild salary should account for that. One of these days, I need to sit down and seriously think about what to do with all of it, and whether I really want to save for a low pristine passive, with the cheapest one sitting at around twenty million shards. But with my current almost seven… well, damn.

I glance at the scorched wound along my side and sigh. I put on a new bandage so I don’t bleed everywhere, then put on my clothes. A simple white shirt from Earth that I bought from Gloria. Its print says zero, under it shows a picture of a fox, and below it says given. A lovely design.

I exit my room in the guild headquarters and head toward the location written on the note I received not so long ago, signed by someone calling themselves Mountain Man. It leads me to a small restaurant terrace. It is afternoon, but the place is mostly empty. Christoph sits there, sipping what looks like wine and staring out over the Megacity.

Without asking, I take a nearby chair, pull it close, and sit down.

“You seem to have had trouble with Lyraen,” he says with a smile while gesturing at my side.

This man, over seventy now, looks even younger than before, somewhere around forty five, as well kept as ever. And behind him floats that invisible half-figure, its hands on his shoulders. One thing is different, though. It is not pale blue anymore, like it was before, but the same pale red as the Wraith in the Ancient Armory was. But it is also just as hard to notice as before. I bet even some of the S ranks would have trouble seeing it, though some mana-specialized A ranks might.

“Nothing serious, the man has it rough. Having thirty or so wives out of the tutorial, so I understand why he might snap easily.” I say.

Christoph laughs out loud at that and raises his glass high. “Well then, to our poor little friend who has it harder than any of us can imagine.” He takes a long sip, then looks back at me. “But really, thirty?”

“Maybe even more,” I say and thank the server for the glass they’ve brought me, as I pour myself some of Christoph’s wine.

I am about to drink too, but he coughs, making me pause. In his outstretched arm, he holds his glass, waiting for me to clink it against his.

With a shrug, I do it while he asks me, “Do you want me to remove that anti healing effect he left on your body?”

“You can do that?”

He snickers, “I think I might be capable of something like that.”

“Why not then,” I say.

The pale red figure behind him rises, growing a little and stretching one of its arms toward me to touch the wound. I feel a burning sensation for a few seconds and try to observe the process, though not very successfully. Then the pale red arm withdraws, and the figure shrinks, standing where it stood before.

I let thermal energy combust under my skin once more, and this time the wound starts closing almost immediately, even the smaller burns disappearing all at once.

“So, how’d you do it?” I ask.

Christoph looks back at me, “Oh, that? The Wraith I have with me now can handle things like that. So I relied on him.”

“Are you too lazy to do it on your own, or is it that you can’t?”

That amused expression appears on his face, and he playfully raises his glass. “That is something you’ll have to figure out yourself.”

I snort and take a sip as well. I decide to hold back the many questions I have and sit there quietly, replaying the way he removed the anti healing effect. Well, the little bit I was able to observe, so not much.

“I have heard a lot about you and Victoria lately,” he says.

“Anything interesting?”

“People noticed she has a skill not unlike that of the last Elf, and they took note of your black mana, that is what you call it, right?”

“What do you mean, what do I call it? That is its name. Do you expect trouble for us? If so, just give me the address of the people looking try something.”

“Oh, there will always be trouble, so you might as well get used to it. Though not so long ago, I dealt with a group of people I met who wanted to cause problems for you two.”

I try to observe his heartbeat or muscle twitches, but he notices right away, which only seems to amuse him more.

“And you did that because…?” I ask.

He sets his glass on the table and looks at the liquid spiraling under his mana. “You might still doubt me, but I am very fond of you, Gwyn siblings. In a way, you remind me of my children, though I think it is safe to say they would never have done as well as you two have in the tutorial.” Something in his words feels off for the shortest moment.

He looks back at me, as if answering the feeling I had. “Maybe I am just a silly old man, or maybe I simply wish my children were more like you two, even though as a parent I probably shouldn’t be saying such things.”

“You’ll have to tell me what you find so great about the two of us.”

“I think you know,” he says and stands, as if ready to leave.

“Not going to tell me what you called me here for?” I ask.

He pauses for a moment, studying me with a quiet sort of curiosity, “I just wanted to talk with you. If you want, take it as my whim to talk with you that ended up dragging you out of your room.”

“Well, I’m the sort of person who understands doing something on a whim. But thank you for the warning and for healing the wound.”

“You are welcome, Nathaniel. I also want to tell you that if you ever want support, I can help you understand your constructs and the troubles you’re having with them. I’m confident I can help you grow stronger as well. As full of myself as I might seem, I know there is a great deal I can do for you.”

“It sounds like there’s a but,” I say, leaning back as I watch him stand there.

Christoph nods, his expression turning serious. His voice takes on a tone like he is giving a vow with the system as witness. “I want to protect Earth as its Absolute, and I am certain I can. I ask you and Victoria to stand beside me as my Champions when the time comes, not as servants but as allies who understand the cost of power.”

His words ring through the silence. That serious look remains as he puts his jacket back on and adds only, “Please think about it. There’s no need to hurry.”

With those words, he leaves, and I’m left there deep in thought.

Accept him as Absolute… that didn’t come out of nowhere. There’s intent behind it. I feel that accepting him as someone above me would weaken my pride if I ever had to face him. A kind of acceptance of him as my better, that would make it difficult to change my mind later, because I would have already placed him over me, and thus affect my pride.

The question is whether he’s doing this because he needs a failsafe before deciding to help me, something to make sure I don’t turn against him. Maybe it is something normal among Absolutes and Champions, and even expected.

I take another sip of wine.

Maybe it is a mix of all of that, or maybe it is none of it.

Or maybe I am reading too much into it. I probably am. Christoph is currently stronger than me, and his defenses are insane, to be honest. I saw him endure Lyraen’s lightning during the Armory event, and he handled it many more times than I did.

When I finish my drink, I stand up and walk back toward the guild branch, passing smaller shops. I even visit a few, checking the items they have on offer and buying a few interesting trinkets and tons of food in preparation for my not so distant return to the best doggo of the ninth floor. The true future Absolute, not that hack Christoph.

When I reach the guild branch, I learn something new almost immediately.

Just a few hours ago, a man named Christoph killed two S ranks and stormed into the headquarters of one of the top ten guilds, where he wiped out its leadership and their A rank elites.

 







 

The next day, I meet Ruby, or more accurately, she grabs me while I’m walking through the city and drags me onto a bench nearby. After a short conversation, I accept one of the S rank quests she now has the right to assign to me, even though I am only A rank.

The quest has been specifically chosen by her for me, matching my abilities so well that it becomes almost laughably easy. But that doesn’t matter, since her only intent is to stack achievements for my advancement to S rank.

My quest transports me to a planet where one of its Champions introduces me to her child, whom I am supposed to train in creating more durable mana constructs.

Simply and disappointingly put, it is not a dangerous quest.

The Champion needs someone very skilled in mana disruption, the best available for the job, and according to Ruby, with my eyes, [Mana Manipulation], [Eclipse], and if needed, black mana, I am that guy in the Beyond.

Why not find someone on her own planet? I suspect the Champion is ashamed at the thought of others learning that her child struggles so much in this way, as silly as that is.

Why not teach the child herself? Well, simply said, she is a female Jean, so her abilities in this regard are very limited.

There is not much to say about the two weeks I spent on this S rank quest. The Champion is barely around, and her child is, honestly, an asshole. The kind who insults me constantly, slacks off, and cries for his mommy to erase me from the surface of the world.

Still, I do my best, and there is a clear improvement by the end. During the final presentation, I see a happy expression on the Champion’s face, and the boy almost bursts into tears at her praise and hugs me in thanks. His mom hugs me too, and breaks most of my bones in the process. I’m not even joking.

It is a short and efficient quest with nothing worth mentioning.

There is no need to bring up the assassination attempts on the boy, or the haywire mana constructs when the Champion tried to mimic me and shape on a whim during one of the lessons, nearly wiping out the entire city with her impressive level of incompetence in handling mana.

There’s also no need to discuss the noble ladies and their building sized “pets” this world seems to have, or the sudden appearance of that ancient creature everyone insists was only a large bird, even though it swallowed half a tower.

All of that is completely irrelevant. The quest itself was simple, peaceful, and absolutely uneventful.

And after that, the quest ends, and I return to the Beyond.

My reward is a set of techniques from the Champion, and even Ruby says she’s pretty talented when it comes to using her body. I receive training exercises, some martial arts, a few movement techniques, and what Ruby calls a very passable body strengthening method that uses mana.

I also move one step closer to S rank, with my Handler saying that at this pace, it shouldn’t take long. Two or three proper Beyond quests, or a bit of participation on the fifth floor of the Beyond, in whatever Nyssa wants me to do.

With that, I return to the ninth floor of the tutorial for a week before Humility’s Event starts.

When I appear, the first thing I see is Biscuit sitting on Noodles’ head, and I almost step on the huge, pearly white snake. One thing is different about him, though. Noodle now has three eyes on each side of his head.

(Food!) rings in my mind before the corgi launches himself at me like a cannonball, knocking me down, at which point I am brutally assaulted.

            


Chapter 737 - Investments


                Looking at it from any reasonable point of view, it should be impossible for Biscuit to produce this much saliva, not in his puppy form. It’s already been five minutes, and I’m still lying there while he continues to lick my face, hair, neck, and anything else he manages to reach.

A few times, he even pushes his butt against my face as he turns around to bite the hem of my shirt and tug at it playfully. That makes him stumble and shove his butt even harder into my face before barking at some invisible enemy who clearly must have caused it.

He turns again and starts jumping up and down, his front paws pressed against my cheeks as he bounces them like rubber. Then he chomps on my nose only to get distracted all of a sudden, and like a hyperactive puppy in full zoomies, he takes a mouthful of my hair and starts pulling again.

The whole time, I just lie there without making any attempt to defend myself, moving only my eyes as I follow Biscuit and watch him have fun showing off his affection. He keeps shouting things like (Happy), (Food), (Friend), and for some reason, he occasionally throws in the phrase (You came to the wrong neighbourhood, motherfucker!). That last one makes me decide that I will find out which absolute idiot from group four is ruining him like that.

His thoughts also spill into my mind as pages and pages of sensations, mostly smells and raw feelings, but between all that, I filter out what’s been happening here, and it seems everything’s been going pretty well.

Noticing movement nearby, I shift my eyes to the side where Noodle stands, in the exact same place he stood when I arrived, looking down at me with a strange expression. It is safe to assume the polite white snake either pities me or has been stunned by my lack of reaction.

I look at his new eyes again. All six are green, arranged in a reversed triangle shape, two on top next to each other, and the last one in the middle below them. It doesn’t look silly in the least, instead, it gives Noodle a dangerous appearance, something like a beast with an ancient bloodline, a world devouring snake. Who knows what happened here? Maybe his Fragment of the Eternal Fire caused it, or maybe it has something to do with his bond with Izzy. 

Hell, maybe Izzy now has 6 eyes too.

Finally, after another ten minutes, Biscuit seems to be done, having completely tired himself out. He now lies on my chest with his chin resting on his front paws as he stares at me.

I reach out and rest my hand on his head, petting him slowly. “I’ve missed you too,” I say with a smile.

Biscuit yawns, showing his tiny pink tongue, then closes his mouth and his eyes and slowly falls asleep.

Now that he’s asleep, I allow myself to threaten him, and in a quiet voice I whisper, “You bite me one more time, and I swear I will file a complaint with whoever’s responsible for regulating hyperactive burrito gremlins.” Then I turn to Noodle and say, “If you plan to step in and save me, now would be a perfect time.”

The snake blinks all six eyes slowly.

Understandable. 

Have a nice day.

With my arms around the puppy, I carefully sit up and then stand, absorbing every vibration to avoid disturbing his sleep. As I do, the view finally opens enough for me to see Tess, who has been sitting on the railing of the balcony since the start, watching the entire brutal attack, even though I couldn’t see her earlier from the floor.

Her gray eyes shift from my soaked shirt to my hair and face before she whispers with a smile, “Ew.”

“You can keep that reaction to yourself,” I say.

I walk a few steps and sit down in the chair on the balcony in front of her, not reacting any further to the undignified comment.

“You are a day later than we scheduled,” she mentions.

“I got a last minute Beyond quest. But it got me some really nice techniques from a Champion, and we can break them down to take what works for us if we want.” I say in my defense.

Tess nods seriously, but with a playful twist, “Do you still feel like we’re just primitives smashing stones together and hoping to get a spark every now and then?”

“Constantly, but doesn’t that have its own charm? We’re frontrunners, explorers. You know that saying about being too late to explore Earth and too soon to explore space? Well, not anymore, Tess. In the future, there will be kids studying in Academies and training their disciples on Earth, while I’ll have the chance to look at all that and say something like: “Things weren’t so easy when I was young.”

Tess chuckles quietly, “You’re right, in a way. We have the chance to explore paths people stuck in more rigid systems probably won’t. But on the other hand, we can still fuck up so hard we lock ourselves out of progressing.”

“I am an optimist at hearts.”

She rolls her eyes, “Do not think I did not notice how much you like to use that phrase lately, and how often you try to find sentences that use ‘heart’ just to end up replacing it with ‘hearts’.”

“I said it because I speak from the hearts.”

“Nat…”



“You know I follow my hearts more than my head.”

“You are terrible.”

“It felt right in my hearts, so I went with it.”

Tess laughs shortly, “If your hearts really talk that much, I worry for your brain.”

“I am not sorry, and I will continue.”

“I wouldn’t have expected anything else. Did you have any trouble? I heard some rumors in Beyond.”

“Everything should be mostly resolved and fine for now. The schedule for the fifth Beyond floor shifted a bit, but I got some information I can share later. Anything fun for me?”

She takes a moment to think and then nods, “Maya progressed with her [Compounding] and Sophie with thought acceleration. They just got done doing some testing a few days ago.”

“What level did they reach?”

“Level 0 so far. So ten seconds in that mental space Sophie and Maya created, and one second outside, more or less. They’ve been working with the twins, and they’re waiting for you to help. But yeah, it isn’t that useful so far, but I’m sure you can see how amazing it could be in the future.”

“Sounds good. And Noodle’s eyes?”

“Izzy leveled up quite a bit, and we think that, combined with their Fragment, caused some sort of mutation or something. Honestly, nobody’s certain. I have been gathering information about Fragments in Beyond, but they’ve been difficult and expensive to come by.”

“Do you need some shards?”

She sighs, “Go on, tell me how rich you are.”

“Do you remember that one time on Earth I bought you that box of chocolates you liked? Those fancy coffee ones made using the beans the tiny animals poop out so someone can collect them?”

“Nat, you mean civet coffee, and no, they were not that. For the record, my mom liked that coffee, not me, and you know it. I never touched it, and I do not even know why I mentioned it to you. And one more thing, you bought those so called fancy chocolates with money you stole.”

“I found that wallet. But anyway, I’m much richer than that. We’ll see if I can somehow transfer shards to you during the tournament or if we meet on the fourth floor when you guys get there soon. But I’ll give you a million.”

“So generous.” She leans back so far she should be falling from the railing, but she keeps herself there with her [Psychokinesis], and deep in thought before she says, “Give me two, and in a few months I will return all of it with profit.”

“Really?”

A smile spreads across her face as she locks her eyes with mine, “What do you think?”

I notice her hairstyle is different again. This time, she has no bangs at all, her hair has been split cleanly in the middle, so it falls to the sides and reveals her forehead. Her blonde hair waves a little, framing her face and falling just below her shoulders.

“And if I gave you five million?” I ask, meeting her gaze.

“In half a year, I’ll make seven million at least, but likely more. Six will go back to you, one to me,” she answers as quickly.

Thinking it over, I keep petting the sleeping Biscuit and nod. “We have a deal, and we’ll work it out somehow later. But how?”

She jumps down from the railing and walks past me into the room without answering. I watch her go to one of the cabinets and take out a towel before walking back. She stops for a moment, her lips twisting in amusement as she looks at my hair and face covered in puppy drool. And even now, frustratingly, she’s still a tiny bit taller than me. Just the tiniest bit, of course. It also might be only in my head, but I swear she’s packing more muscle now, too.

The towel drops over my head, completely blocking my view. The fabric is thicker than I expected, almost fluffy, with that faint scent of citrus. It clings to my face for a second, holding a bit of warmth from her hands.

Before I can react, she grips the edges and starts rubbing, firm yet soft, like she is trying to erase every trace of Biscuit’s rampage from my face. Her fingers move along the fabric as she works through the mess in small circles that tug at my hair in a strangely comforting way.

I try to move the towel a bit so I can see, but she pushes it back down on my head, and I hear her quiet laugh right above me.

She drags the towel lower, rubbing across my cheeks and jaw. The cloth scratches lightly across the stubble on my chin, then sweeps over my forehead and presses along the sides of my neck.

When she lifts the towel for a moment, cool air hits my face, and I instinctively blink against the bright light. I catch a glimpse of her expression, amused and just a bit too satisfied. Then the towel drops again as she goes for another round on the back of my head.

Biscuit snores softly the entire time against my chest.

Through the towel covering my head, I hear her soft, quiet voice, “If you talked to people and made more contacts, you would come up with ways to make more money too. You just need to be careful and pick the right people, and avoid the ones that just want to take advantage of you. Sometimes you have to invest more into relationships at the start. Even if you don’t get your time’s worth right away, it will pay off later.”

“I talk to people. I know a lot of demons.”

She grabs my head through the towel and shakes it a little before continuing to dry my face.

After a while, I ask, “Is it not tough for you? All that effort, constant thinking, balancing so many things, and dealing with people?”

She stops, and for some reason, I am annoyed that I cannot see her face. Then she speaks right next to my ear, “It is tough, very tough even, but nothing I cannot handle. You should know exactly what I mean by that, Nat. Do not think I have not noticed your state. I’m not as naive as the others from our group might be.”

Finally, she lets go of the towel and taps the top of my head without removing it. “Take your time to acclimate. You can join us in the main room in an hour or two.”

With that, she leaves through the balcony, leaving me with Biscuit in my arms.

            


Chapter 738 - Seven days


                An hour later, I enter the main room, doing my best to avoid any members of the Dusk Horizon tribe who might want to challenge me to a duel. Walking across the way, too strong, man-eating, skyscraper-like tree, I examine it as always, though not too intrusively. It might notice and try to eat me to fill its daily macros by using me as a protein source.

I try to imagine how much stronger one of the reanimated beings on the fifth floor of Beyond is compared to this tree, but I just don’t have enough data to do that.

Reaching the room, I create a mana arm to open the door and step inside as the conversation dies down. Even Lily, who’d greeted me so excitedly, goes quiet.

“Nat, why are you wearing a towel over your head?” Maya asks first, breaking the silence.

I shrug, “Tess put it there to bully me, and because I have to keep holding Biscuit in my arms, I was unable to remove it.”

“He is bullshitting, right?” I sense Maya turning to the others as she talks, “He could easily blow it off, teleport it, use the same mana arm he used to open the door to remove it, anything.”

“I assure you, Maya, there was nothing I could have done,” I repeat.

I hear Lily giggle next to me as she reaches out and pulls the towel down. The light blinds me for a moment before my eyes adjust.

“Here, I saved you,” she says.

“I appreciate that, you literally brought the light back into my life.”

Tess shoots a spark of lightning that twists around me, clearly aimed at my butt, but I create a barrier to block it and quickly reinforce it. That lightning is surprisingly tenacious, which makes me look at her suspiciously. Did she get a new skill, through some combination or improvement or something?

“Welcome back,” Min-Jae calls from my left, and when I look at him, he smiles and waves. Dozens of metal orbs are floating around him in chaotic but intentional patterns.

“I’m back,” I nod and move to sit next to him before I feel a tug on my shirt as Lily pulls me onto the couch and takes a seat beside me.

She puts her legs across mine and smiles, “I deserve this for saving you.”

I look at her while lifting Biscuit carefully and holding him above her legs. She gives me a confused look, then notices Biscuit’s slightly open, tiny mouth and the drool dripping from it right onto her legs.

She jerks back with a very impressive burst speed, which makes me once again worry about my raw physical stats. Once freed, I cross my legs on the couch and hold Biscuit back against my chest.

“If anyone wakes Biscuit, I’ll tell him to expand to horse-sized and drool all over you,” I threaten to make sure no one raises their voice too much. Then I ask, “So what were you talking about?”

“We were theorizing who the Rulers of the floors we visited might’ve been,” Izzy says softly. As always, she sits on the ground, her back resting against Noodle, who is coiled in a way that lets him rest his head on her legs.

At this point, I give up trying to figure out how Izzy is growing so quickly. Is it puberty? Do normal kids grow this fast around thirteen or so? It’s not like she looks like an adult. She still looks like a twelve or thirteen year old girl. It just feels odd since I still remember her as the tiny baby koala I carried around at the start of the third floor. Maybe it’s a problem with my perception.

“Well, my dear misinformed colleagues, I might have more information regarding that than any of you,” I say, and with that, I share all I know.

Then they get into a heated discussion where they start theorizing about the floors we’re still missing, and I listen with one ear while talking to Min-Jae with the other. He excitedly shares his progress toward building his floating city. He also asks for some long-lasting mana projectiles, so while we sit there, I start making some, ensuring that they’re as durable and as stable as possible. I even try to make them as heavy as I can.

If someone asked me how I make mana heavy, I would tell them to ask someone else and never tell me the answer. That’s how I roll, I just feel it. No need to talk about any sort of proto thaumic mass aggregation cycle schema or whatever.

“How are the demons?” I ask him once he’s more or less done with his report.

Min-Jae tilts his head. His hair is a bit shorter now, but he’s still taller than the twins, even though they are older. Probably almost a full head taller, and I am sure it still bothers those little twerps.

“I do mostly what you told me. I just straight-up beat anyone who challenges me, but I don’t kill anyone. I lost a few times too,” he whispers, almost ashamed, “They beat me really hard, and Lily had to heal me, but they didn’t kill me. And with that, they only seemed to like me more.”

“So you didn’t just give up?”

“Of course not,” he answers strongly, “I even bit the finger off a guy when he got careless, smashing my head against the ground.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah,” he says proudly.

I start thinking Min-Jae might be another lost cause, and I suppress the memories trying to surface of me doing similar things.

“Anything else interesting happen while I was gone?” I ask.

“I got rejected by Tess,” he says with a small smile, but he says it much quieter and forms a basic barrier to keep others from hearing. Though it’s not like we’d spy on each other, he’s just warning people to stay out of it.

I blink a few times and dedicate more of my mental focus to replaying exactly what he just said.

Still, I say, “What?”

“Yeah,” he smiles at me again.

The room becomes rowdy then, drowning out our conversation as Maya stands up and starts showing Dennis how to dance while Aaron quickly finds some fitting classical music to play on his phone.

Using the distraction, Izzy escapes and slides between me and Min-Jae, speaking softly so as not wake Biscuit. Though the barriers I stacked around him would probably keep him asleep even if the huge tree we’re sitting on exploded. Maybe the barriers would even handle the explosion as well. Now that I think about it, I am not exactly the efficient type to make a barrier just for sound dampening, I just brute force it.

“I made some new videos, want to see?” she asks while opening her laptop.

“Do I want to?” I ask her, sending her an invitation to read my feelings.

“No, you do not,” she laughs and presses play anyway.

It is not all that different from her older videos. Same heavy bass music, and the main character is me again. But this one’s been edited much better while keeping the raw feeling of the previous ones. I close my eyes a few times to calm myself down and suppress the creeping dread. I only end up noticing that Izzy pauses the video every time I do that and keeps backing it up a few seconds to make sure I don’t miss anything.

She talks about how she started using new software, how hard she worked to match the moments to the music better, and how she added new effects instead of repeating the same ones. Something about composition, lighting, and timing, and other things like that. She also shows me the promotional videos she made for the others.

Maya, with her huge armaments facing off against monsters just as large, is framed in a way that highlights her sheer use of force. Min-Jae appears just as dominant, as building sized boulders break free of the ground while the screen shakes, only to rise into the air around him with what feels like unnatural ease.

It’s torture, and Izzy definitely knows it, yet she keeps laughing and leaning against my shoulder while I sit there and listen, still curious about what Min-Jae just told me. But the longer it goes on, the more I start realizing it might be intentional from Izzy. Min-Jae’s expression slowly shifts into something more relaxed, that stiffness around him fading, and I start thinking that the little empath came here at this exact moment on purpose.

When I reach that conclusion, she nods and smiles at me, and only then does she leave.

So I do not ask Min-Jae anything about what he said earlier, and instead, we talk about combat. Instead, I mention the Champion’s techniques, and together we start examining them. At some point, the information about them spreads through the room, and more people join in, especially Maya, who’s taken on the role of a frontal attacker. Lily joins too, but she’s developed her own combat style and doesn’t seem all that invested in this one.

 







 

For the next few days, I move from person to person. I train with Lily, and we examine how her [Disintegration] and its anti-healing interact with me, trying to come up with a way to modify her healing marks to avoid those issues.

Well, she does all of that. Almost immediately, she curses herself for not thinking of it sooner, and a few minutes later decides that modifying her old marks is impossible. So she starts creating a new one specialized in removing anti-healing effects. She wants to combine her healing and [Disintegration] for that. Taking advantage of the two entirely different forces.

If I asked Savant, I bet he would probably tell me it’s insane that she could even attempt to do it.

A few days are also sacrificed to me, Maya, Sophie, and the twins working inside the Level 0 thought accelerated mental space being created by Sophie and improved by Maya’s [Compounding]. I mess around with [Manifestation], which is, in some distant way, a mental skill, and the twins support the whole endeavor using [Connection]. We improve as much as we break, only to discover more gaps in our structure as time goes on.

Just like Tess said, we hunch over the table like primitives, all of us linked into the same small mental space. But honestly, the potential of this is insane enough to make me excited every time.

I also feel the urge to go hunting for a bit, but after the conversation with the vice guild master, I changed my plans. Working with Lily, I’ve already gone over the changes I need to make before the body upgrade and leveling to three hundred fifty. I already talked to Ruby, and I think what I have planned will give me a lot. The system always mentions individual performance and considers many things, and the level 350 body upgrade, even though it’s mostly the same for everyone, has slight individual changes to spice things up. But that’s not even my main focus, though it will likely be really nice.

Sure, I want to survive my constructs and the mana messing with my body, but I can aim far higher. I like to think of it, at least partially, like an Achievement. If the system sees the fucked up things I do during the body upgrade, if I complete my Absolute Candidate quest on my own, Ruby says my third trait at level 400 will be really something else, not even mentioning what it’s liable to do to my Primary class upgrade at 450.

Plus, there is my main intention, to keep my body and constitution weaker so my more powerful active skills can make bigger changes to it, which will, in the end, make them stronger. Of course, it’ll be nowhere close to what [Immortality] did to Kindness, but I’m working with that in mind.

So once again, I just need to channel my inner coward and be patient a little longer. Lily says it best: We’re built to live for hundreds of years now, so what’s wrong with planning things out for years instead of rushing to get everything done in a few weeks?

It’s hard to look at things that way, it truly is, but I think part of me is still getting used to the idea that I am not simply human anymore.

 







 

I spar with Izzy multiple times, noticing how her combat capabilities have improved. Her Fragment also proves itself to be especially dangerous. I can make my thermal energy hotter than what she and Noodle can do with their flames, but that’s only because of my output. If we spend the same amount of energy to create the flame, hers is more dangerous.

That brings me back to wondering if it’s just that the Fragment of the Eternal Fire is that powerful, or if it’s that thermal energy isn’t simply a damage type. It is not like my golden flames are weak, so it is hard to say. Maybe there’s still a level above the golden flames I’m currently using, like I just haven’t compressed them enough because I’ve mostly been using them for healing.

Another thing to experiment with.

It’s also fun to watch Min-Jae and Maya spar. While Maya uses [Armament] from her Mana Archive, Min-Jae tears up chunks of earth and trees to form golem-like constructs around himself, then uses his [Telekinesis] to move them. I see it more like training and messing around rather than a real combat strategy he would rely on often.

I’ve noticed this every now and then, but there aren’t really many attendees who use huge suits of armor or the like, not like us, or the lumorans for that matter, such as Champion Feroy and his disciples on the seventh floor.

I think it is a part of us that’s been influenced by Earth’s media, and me, Tess, Maya, and Min-Jae have a really fun conversation about that. In a way, it is safe to assume that other planets might see the use of their abilities being heavily influenced by their own cultures. Just like we are with mechs, kaiju, and the like.

 







 

On the last day of my week here, I get some new healing marks from Lily, including the newer ones that should remove any anti-healing effects I encounter. They carry bits of [Disintegration], so they feel a bit dangerous on my skin, but I just have to hope she knows what she’s doing.

Surprisingly, she asks for one of my eyes for an experiment she’s been working on, something about traits. So I do that, and she carefully stores it inside a bottle filled with some sort of liquid. It is a bit creepy to see my gray eye with a faint golden circle around the pupil floating in there, but I’ve honestly seen worse things.

We plan out our future schedules and plan our next meeting in the Megacity, as they should enter the fourth floor sometime after the Humility event I mean to participate in.

And like this, the ninth floor remains the most ignored floor of all.

A part of me wonders if people are expected to start seriously dealing with Beyond around the ninth floor, and if the one-year length was chosen on purpose to allow for that.

Or maybe it is a trap for people who clear Hell difficulty more slowly, locking them in here for so long that they don’t have much time for the rest.

The system is an asshole, and so are the Rulers, so I think it’s probably the second option.

After the goodbyes, I use a Beyond stay token and disappear, finding myself back in the guild lounge of the Primordial Knights. I take a deep breath and look around.

Something shifts near my feet, sudden and quiet, and my whole body snaps back before I can think. I just stare at the spot, caught in that sharp, stunned moment, “What the fuck!”

There, I see a certain little vicious jerk who simply sits back on his butt and barks at me.

(Food!)

            


Chapter 739 - It had to happen one day


                Well, it had to happen one day.

We now have the best doggo of Beyond.

I stare at Biscuit sitting by my feet, and he stares up at me. He’s back in his adult form, wearing a cute royal blue vest with many pockets. It even has a bunch of tiny bags filled with pieces of dried meat as if he’s been preparing for an expedition.

I blink. He blinks.

“What the fuck is that?” one of the Primordial Knight’s demons asks while passing through the lounge.

(Food!) Biscuit shouts, and the demon staggers back under the pressure of hundreds of sentences slamming into his mind at once, almost like a mental attack.

Noticing that, Biscuit quickly switches back to his usual way of speaking and asks me, (Food?)

“Well, sorry. It is not my fault that people in Beyond aren’t as mentally strong as you thought. Just talk like you usually do.”

(Food!) Biscuit shouts, then wobbles on his short legs toward the demon and floats into the air, where he says food three more times directly into the confused guy’s face before returning to me.

Together, we head down the hallway with him floating beside me. His floating speed is noticeably faster than before, easily matching my walking pace. The entire time, he looks around curiously and gets equally curious glances from the demons. Some even sniff at him or reach out to try and sense his heart more directly. Most of the time, they wear very confused expressions. They can sense his primordial energy, but they don’t recognize it. They also don’t sense any kind of demon heart in him, which seems to confuse a few of them.

I keep my hearts in “I do not want to fuck around” mode, suppressing the weaker demons to stop them from challenging Biscuit. The stronger ones, like the A ranks, still look like they might be considering it despite my efforts. Part of me thinks that as an S rank, I would get more respect, but the more realistic part knows I would probably end up being challenged even more.

I ignore one of the lounges where I spot Weslin sitting on the couch next to Malika. They talk together while Weslin, now sporting short white hair, speaks. Malika listens and replies in a playful tone. I almost escape too. Almost.

“Newbie!” Weslin calls, making me turn around.

“I am too old for this shit,” I say to his confusion and walk back toward the lounge. Biscuit floats away from me and stops in front of Malika, who carefully reaches out and touches his nose, which causes him to bite her hand.

“I see you two are getting along well,” I say to Weslin, ignoring Malika shouting about how she’ll kill Biscuit, while Biscuit wags his tail excitedly.

“It seems that way. Fucking hell, it might be just a phase, but it’s been fun so far,” he says with a smile.

“Well, I’m happy for you, I guess, and I already gave you my reaction to your choice of partner, so whatever, you do you. And if the two of you crash and burn or get into some ridiculous drama that even you can’t pretend to be surprised about, I am giving you permission to drag me out of bed, just once, in the middle of the night so we can sit somewhere miserable, drink something awful, and let you rant until you finally shut up long enough to forget why you bothered in the first place and maybe feel a little better.”

“Fuck if that’s not weirdly specific,” he snorts, “but yeah, thanks.”

“You are very welcome.”

Meanwhile, Malika continues shouting, and her gravitational energy tries to pull the floating Biscuit to the floor, but in the end, only causes him to tilt his head, flop his ears, and not move at all. Not even a little bit.

Taking interest, both me and Weslin turn to watch as Malika starts bleeding from her eyes and nose, and her gravitational energy begins cracking the floor. It even causes an alarm to ring through the Headquarters.

Quickly, using his access to the defensive arrays, Weslin disables it while Malika doubles her effort. A circle of cracked floor forms under Biscuit, developing clear indentations despite the ludicrously tough material it’s been constructed with.

In the end, it is Malika who gives up after coughing up a wad of blood, which earns her a slightly loving look from Weslin that I try to erase from my memory immediately. Is that the pink glasses phase, where you like everything your partner does, even though you hated these same things before?

Malika falls back onto the couch and keeps staring at Biscuit, who wags his tail. “What a ridiculously cute little beast. Nathaniel, I am kidnapping him the moment you show weakness.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Weslin tells her.

Malika shakes her head without breaking eye contact with Biscuit, who innocently stares back with a playful expression. I am sure she’s either translated that as a challenge or him looking down on her after an easy win.

It causes her to bare her teeth, and her slightly regenerated gravitational energy rises again, this time reaching inside Biscuit. It is not aimed to attack the way she tried on me before, she’s only doing it to test whether she can. Even knowing that, I feel a spike of annoyance and almost move to attack her myself. But I don’t have to.

Biscuit’s tail stops wagging the moment her energy touches him that way. His expression freezes, then shifts from excited and playful to empty.

Still floating, his eyes take on a purple hue, and the tiny round shadow under him darkens. A ripple goes through it, and it expands in size several times, shadowy tentacles spreading across the floor.

(Not friend?) Biscuit sends that message, and his voice is completely different from before.

He lands back on the ground in the middle of the shadow. The moment he touches it, it rises from two-dimensions to three. Shadowy tentacles rise into the air, and his presence grows even heavier as he starts growing in size. First, he reaches my waist, then quickly surpasses my height. His maw opens. And those huge teeth don’t look so cute anymore.

Malika sits frozen, eyes wide, likely thinking of accepting the challenge, and Biscuit meets her gaze.

(Not friend. Sustenance.) He takes a step toward her, and the shadows spread even farther, some rising to partially cover him, twisting his figure into something far more terrifying than his usual corgi shape.

Weslin moves to stand, and Malika tenses, but I reach out and put my hand on Biscuit’s back, which causes him to stop immediately. He turns toward me and tilts his head like he’s shooting me a question mark.

“She was just messing around. You know demons,” I tell him.

(Sustenance.)

“I told you not to eat humanoids. They’re dirty and have tiny pointy bones. They might get stuck in your throat or something.”

(Asshole?)

“Kind of. Most demons are like her. I am sure some of them aren’t our friends, and if they did what she did, you can play with them, but she is a friend of my friend, so show her some mercy.”

Taking a step closer, he presses his huge head against my chest. The shadows around him fade away, though he keeps his size.

(Understand.)

“You sure do. Such a good boy, such a good, smart boy.” I say, starting to scratch him behind his ears, and his now massive tail swings from side to side as he woofs at me.

“Yes! You are a good boy!” I repeat, which makes him jump excitedly and shove against me, knocking me to the floor. He shrinks down right away and starts bouncing against my chest with his front legs.

Even though these two are staring at me and Biscuit with expressions I don’t like, I can’t bring myself to care at all. Who gives a shit about optics when it’s Biscuit’s playtime? This puppy had it rough before the tutorial, so he deserves everything.

 



[Lvl 348 > Lvl 349]

 



I freeze in panic.

Reflexively and almost without thinking, I invest the three gained stat points into mana. Then I realise what just happened and, with tension, wait to see if another notification appears, the kind that would trigger my body upgrade, fuck up my constructs and preparations, and send my mana into chaos.

I wait and wait while Biscuit bites at my neck, but no second notification comes. Only then do I let out a long breath of relief.

What the fuck was that? I haven’t attacked anyone since coming here, and I did not fight on the ninth floor either, so how?

My thoughts rush around as I try to figure out what could have caused it until I reach the most likely answer.

Items.

I must have been really close to level three hundred forty nine, and someone used an item I sold to kill a monster. I know from Miwa that the maker of a weapon gets a tiny bit of experience from the process, and that seems to have happened just now.

Holy hell, past Nathaniel and all the shit he did will be the death of me. This could have been really annoying to deal with.

I sit up and grab Biscuit under his armpits, lifting him, which makes him continuously whip his head from left to right while staring at me curiously.

“The Doc would say I almost died here if I’d levelled up again, and plenty of other people would say the same, Biscuit. But I don’t agree with them. I can take it all on. Wouldn’t you agree?”

(Food!)

“Good. Sometimes I think you’re the only one who trusts me. It must be thanks to our connection, right?”

(Food!)

“What?”

(Food Food!)

“Well, congratulations. If that is how you feel, I’ll just eat that ancient deer jerky I had someone from the guild buy at the auction all by myself.”

All of his movements stop instantly, his expression filling with existential dread.

I lower my voice, “But if you promise to be a good boy while we’re here in Beyond, I might reconsider.”

He knows he’s being played. I know it too. Malika and Weslin, who are listening, likely know it as well. But Biscuit doesn’t care and gives a cheerful woof in agreement.

 







 

The next day, about one thousand attendees and I gather in preparation for the event that Humility and Pathfinder Thane have organized, while Biscuit stays in the guild headquarters.

I think there could have been more people, but it seems like only the more powerful ones came. The others might have been warned by their handlers about how dangerous such events can be, or they were simply too scared to join an event created by one of the Rulers. Especially when they don’t have any idea what it might be about.

We stand on the same balcony where the dinner took place, which feels like it was a lifetime ago, the same balcony where Kindness, that cute tiny vyssari child, and I threw that velnar guy over the edge. There are no Handlers this time, just a crowd of attendees. Plenty of them left the fifth floor to participate, even though they’ll have to sacrifice fifteen stat points to return to that floor.

I do not see Nyssa around, but Morwag is here, and so are Weslin and Malika. I even spot Io and Kaari. Tacita is somewhere in the room, and Lyraen probably is as well. There are also Brich and Savant, both arguing about something, which makes me wonder if they’re the new duo the Crimson Forge put together. Either to keep an eye on Savant or to balance out that kleptomaniac rat Brich. Probably both.

The lowest rank here is B, while most are A ranks.

Luan and Solae, who is often considered the third strongest after Lyraen and Nyssa, are not here.

Well, they can’t be here. Both of them are dead, killed by Christoph not long ago.

I still don’t know what to think about it, and neither does Sophie after I told her. At least Frontier wasn’t the guild Christoph barged into and wrecked, so Sophie still has somewhere to ask questions. Though she will need to be much more careful now.

I’d hoped to fight Luan someday, and him dying this way is… it just doesn’t feel right. He was often said to have been able to match Morwag in head-to-head combat, and he was feared for his strange Fragment. And I don’t think I ever hated him, not truly. Definitely not like I hated Faora. How could I? He hurt Sophie the most, yet she only ever felt neutral toward him since he was acting as Faora’s bodyguard at the time.

Lastly, no matter how hard I look around, Christoph is nowhere to be seen, so he’s probably not taking part in the event.

When Pathfinder Thane finally steps onto the balcony, my attention shifts to her, and I push these thoughts away.

“I will keep this short. Welcome, and I wish you luck. Give your thanks to the Ruler of Humility, because this event exists only due to her power. I myself only handled the simple setup. The event will run for five hours, during which you will face one another under set restrictions. You cannot die during this event because the Ruler of Humility will place a barrier over all of you. If your life reaches the limit, you will be removed and returned to this place. The system notification will explain the rest.”

With that, she simply leaves. The more I learn about her, the more I like her no bullshit attitude.

Then the promised notification pops up.

 



You have been invited to participate in an event organized by the Ruler of Humility and Pathfinder Thane.



If you accept, the following will occur:

- you will be transferred to the event area for a total duration of five hours

- a restriction will be placed on you and on all other participants. You will all have the same number of stats, allocated in the same way, and all system given skills and traits will be fully suppressed, including any natural traits and anything else that could disrupt that equal footing, all to ensure a fair start

- a barrier will be applied to you, and if your life reaches a critical point, you will be removed from the event

- your reward will be calculated according to the amount of time you remain within the event area

 



Note from the Ruler issuing this event: I want to remind all of the attendees present that we all begin from a similar place. All that separates our paths is often our access to opportunities, moments of good fortune, or talents we did not earn. Some of you have risen to impressive heights recently. Do not lose sight of where you stood only a few years back. - Ruler of Humility

 



Will you accept the invitation?

Yes / No

 



I choose yes and vanish, then find myself standing on the street of a ruined city. Piles of debris lie where beautiful white stone buildings once stood, and charred remains of wooden structures surround me. Pale blue cobblestones stretch out under my feet.

Around me, ten more people appear. They glance around in confusion for a moment, then everyone surges into motion.

            


Chapter 740 - Sticks and stones


                There are a bunch of people around me, and one of them, a selari woman, almost tackles me right away. But she miscalculates her speed, and I avoid her, only for another man to tackle her to the ground, where he starts punching her. Someone throws a rock that scrapes the side of my head and sends blood running down my cheek.

I rush in first before anyone else even finishes adjusting to their weakened bodies. My own body feels so slow, so weak. All the extra senses are gone, reduced to their most basic forms like sight and hearing.

Passing the debris, I pull a long piece of wood free and avoid a thylarin swinging at me with his three right arms. Then I stab the shard of wood into his neck. I do not let go of it, instead, I drag it back out at the same moment as a human woman crashes into me.

I punch her in the eye repeatedly before stabbing her in the chest with the piece of wood. Kicking her off me, she disappears from the event, and the thylarin vanishes as well. Looking around, out of ten attendees, only three remain. Me, the lynthari, and a huge velnar. Both of them already have wounds from their own fights.

“Hey, let’s attack him together and…” the lynthari with the black tail says to me, but I rush him first. He staggers back but manages to punch the wood out of my hand before we slam to the ground.

My head smashes into his face, breaking his nose, before I roll away. The velnar, who was about to attack me, instead stomps on the lynthari, who screams in pain.

Rising from the ground, I grab the bloodied spike of wood and drive it into the back of the velnar’s knee. He collapses under the strike and swings at me with his massive fist, but I dodge just under. His other fist hits me, but it’s just so weak, reduced to the same pathetic strength I currently have.

He tries to block my next attack, so I jam the wood into his palm instead, and he jerks back, expecting me to cling to it. Instead, I let go and jump at him, gouging my fingers into one eye and then the other before getting out of his way.

While he staggers around, screaming in pain and swinging blindly, I take a breath and look around. There are no more enemies, so while relaxing my breathing, I move toward another pile of debris and pull out another long, sharp piece of wood.

I kick off my shoes, and my steps become much quieter. First, I reach the lynthari, painfully groaning on the ground and finish him off. Then I circle behind the blinded velnar and stab him in the neck.

When he disappears, too, I am left alone, hearing distant clashes all over the ruined city. With the quiet moment, I examine my body and open my stats.

 

Lvl 5

Strength: 10

Dexterity: 11

Constitution: 6

Mana: 5

 

And that is it. Nothing else at all.

It all feels wrong, and I feel so weak. Even though my physical stats without kinetic energy or mana have always been, honestly, pathetic, feeling it this directly is something else.

At least everyone here is the same, though some seem to have forgotten how to fight dirty. As is fitting for the Ruler who cooked up this idea, the event is meant to force humility on people who’ve grown used to not punching up. But that’s not me. I don’t remember the last time I was not properly fighting someone stronger than me.

I like this. I really like this event, but unfortunately, there’s someone else who will be extremely dangerous with these conditions and stats.

I put a few stones into my pockets, find another sharp piece of wood almost as long as a spear, and head toward the sound of the next fight.

 







 

POV Weslin

After a quick series of fights, I run into Morwag.

I dodge his attack and punch at his side, but he shifts his body just enough that my fist slams into bone. I feel one of my fingers crack. I don’t remember the last time my body felt this delicate and slow. And the pain. There’s nothing there to suppress it. It floods my whole body, and from what I’ve seen, everyone here is dealing with it through willpower alone.

“Come on, Weslin. Attack me again,” Morwag says as he steps to the side, that challenging smile blooming on his face.

Everyone thinks he’s just a mindless demon, easy to sway with his emotions, but he’s the farthest thing from it. He controls the brutality he carries, letting it loose only when he feels like it. And he’s smart too. Surprisingly smart. It is just that he doesn’t tend to care about consequences, which is why he does the shit he does.

That’s how he’s acting now. Like me, he realizes that even with the difference in our body sizes, our stats are the same, and he acts on it.

We rush in at the same time and crash into each other, trading blows. We both wait for the other to falter for even a moment under the weight of the pain. While he uses that tiny bit of mana he has for overall body strengthening, I use mine in short bursts, letting me strike harder.

Oh, how fucking good it feels to punch him in his face. To drive my fist into his cheek and watch his head snap back, or to throw quick, weaker attacks in an attempt to provoke him into aggression, I could exploit.

We fight like equals for a while, but then something disrupts our fight, and I see two humans rushing toward us, not to attack but to escape. They just try to sprint past us.

Morwag moves surprisingly fast for the stats we have at the moment and grabs one of them, making the man lose balance. Morwag then takes his head and twists it, breaking his neck. He does it while staring at me.

Instead of intimidating me, it only makes me take off my jacket and hold on to it, preparing to use it in the next attack. The second human runs past me, but I let him go.

Then we see what they were running to escape from.

Lyraen turns the corner, no longer floating but standing on the cobblestone like one of us lowly humans and demons. Blood covers half of his face and his fist. He stares at us just for a moment.

There’s no hesitation in his movements as he takes a step forward.

Morwag turns from me with an excited smile, taking controlled steps toward the much shorter vyssari. And I join him, as we break into a run.

Two short, faint streams of mana, each as thick as a finger, shoot forth from Lyraen. Morwag strengthens his body, and the attack leaves only a scratch across his neck. I, on the other hand, am forced to duck, and even then, the fast attack slices off my arm, cleanly, just below the shoulder.

Lyraen avoids Morwag’s attack and slams his fist into Morwag’s knee, making it burst open. He tries to slip away, but Morwag moves with another burst of speed and grabs Lyraen’s arm before he can escape, pulling him back. Size means nothing as they trade blows. Each of them is using limited mana for body strengthening with a level of mastery that only an S-rank fighter can display, even though it’s not their usual method.

I almost rush in when I sense another presence. It is incredibly faint, like someone using camouflage. When I turn around, a young woman is standing there. Long, messy brown hair falls across her face. Her entire body is covered in colors that match the ruins around us, dirt pressed into her pale skin, torn white clothes smeared with charcoal.

But her movements are what grabs my attention. They’re so slow and smooth that my mind nearly fails to process them.

I raise my remaining arm to defend myself, but she moves faster than anyone here. Faster than Lyraen, faster than Morwag. She moves like she can use her body with perfect efficiency, paired with a speed that feels impossible with these stats.

Her hand coils around my defense, and a piece of sharp metal she’s holding slices through my throat.

A moment later, I find myself outside, and I let myself shout a stream of curses while I do. The balcony continues to fill with more and more attendees, some complaining out loud, others chatting, but most of them stare at the screens all over the place.

I feel lightheaded as I adjust to my stats rising again and the rush of my passives and skills reactivating, while I sort through the screens to find the one I want.

Morwag and Lyraen are still clashing, with Lyraen seemingly winning, but Morwag holds out incredibly well against someone who could be considered the strongest S rank in Beyond. Both of them are fully aware of the young woman who now circles them in a slow, predatory motion. Blood drips from the sharp piece of metal she holds, and I notice she used part of her missing sleeve to make a handle for it.

When she attacks, both of them stop at once. Lyraen shoots a finger-thick stream of mana at her, which she dodges with almost playful speed, then reaches Morwag only to slip past his fists. Mana glows across the surface of the metal shard, and a motion of her hand speeds up as she drives it into Morwag’s throat multiple times and dances away without bothering to confirm the kill.

With that same bloodied shard shining with mana, she deflects Lyraen’s projectile and bursts forward toward him as well.

For a few more seconds, he avoids her attacks, showing his clearly superior martial arts as he predicts her movements and takes advantage of his smaller stature. But in the end, she’s simply that much faster, to a degree that feels impossible with these bodies.

She stabs the shard through his eye, and Lyraen disappears in the same way Morwag did before him.

I watch her, glued to the screen that follows her, as she moves through the area with such ease. She sneaks, she avoids large groups, she picks off those she catches unaware. And she keeps moving in that way that makes everyone else look far too slow.

Half an hour later, after one of her kills, she stops to take a breather, and from behind a building, Nathaniel appears. He spots her right away and stops where he stands. His clothes are bloodied, his face is smeared as well, and he carries several long wooden stakes that drip with blood. In one hand, he holds a big stone ready to throw, and a few more bulge in his pockets.

Above his head, a faint pale blue construct floats. It looks like a halo, and in the next moment, it becomes clear what that lunatic is trying to do. I know him well enough for that. He is gathering all his available mana inside it, and if he’s planning to attempt what I think he does, he might be even crazier than I first believed.

Nathaniel watches the woman with the messy hair and stays still. His expression is emotionless, almost machine-like, as he studies her and the area around them.

She stands facing him, shifting her weight to another foot and gripping the metal shard tighter.

I notice the balcony quietening, and more people glance toward the screen with the two of them. An excited murmur spreads. Even Morwag, now standing next to me, shows interest. 

Many of the people here were hunted down by her, so everyone’s hoping to see her struggle or at least kill a few more skilled people so they can feel better about themselves.

Unaware of all that attention, Nathaniel, still wearing that empty expression, turns around and walks away.

Just like that.

I curse him for ruining my rising excitement, but then I think that maybe he just wants to put some distance between them. Maybe he wants to make preparations as he tends to do.

I switch to another screen that follows him. At first, he walks away calmly, in a way that almost looks cool, but once he judges he is out of sight of the assassin girl, his walk grows faster until it becomes a run as he clearly flees from her.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Have a nice weekend, and see you next week!

 

The law required Discord and Patreon plugs:

Patreon (45 chapters ahead) - https://www.patreon.com/cerim

Discord - https://discord.com/invite/s5ARCv7kfG



                



Chapter 741 - Into the final stretch


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Soo, I did an oopsie.

A day ago, I accidentally published first draft of chapter 788 (not even beta readers have seen it at that time). Thankfully, I noticed it and deleted it 30 seconds later. Even so, 172 of you were quick enough to open it, and probably read the draft. I mean, what the hell is with that speed?

Anyway, I apologise and ask that you forget what you read and not mention it in the comments.

Thanks!



                

                POV Weslin

For the remaining hours, I keep watching the event and come to the realization of what the Ruler of Humility likely wanted to show us. Most of the assholes on the screen are out of their depth. They’re slow, they don’t handle pain well, and they’re not used to their bodies being so weak. Though as time goes on, everyone keeps improving as they adapt. After all, all of them do come from Hell difficulty and Beyond, so it would be lame if they did not adjust.

Everyone starts to use mana more effectively, and their bodies move with more force as they find ways to pull greater strength from it. Some even gather enough mana to use more damaging imitations of skills despite lacking their normal variants. There are fireballs, a few manage to float for a moment, some form barriers, and others crackle with lightning. Always in small amounts, since mana’s become an increasingly valuable resource.

People loot the houses, finding rusty common grade weapons at best, many of them damaged or broken.

I watch a strong A rank I recognize lose to someone who usually tends to be far weaker, simply because that person adapted more quickly. But I rarely see anyone give up. Everyone there is a crazy motherfucker, and I feel the mood on the balcony shift the longer it continues.

People wish they were still inside so they could see how far they might push these weak bodies and how much more of their skill they could bring out.

And I see fear settling in.

There are people everyone realizes are monsters. Capable of ridiculous feats even with such low resources. And out of all of it, it grates on me as well, that I’m not there to compete with them, because I know I could. But even this might be part of the lesson. I was not humble enough and died by underestimating the woman with that metal shard, all too excited to clash with Morwag as if we were equals.

Meanwhile, Nathaniel shows himself to be one of those monsters. Everyone who watches him knows he has not used mana at all, except for extremely short bursts to dodge lethal attacks. Otherwise, he keeps gathering that tiny amount of mana from his five stat points into the faint halo above his head. He moves like a machine, showing no hesitation in running away when needed and often finds himself luring people into traps in the process.

And when it comes to it, he faces multiple opponents at once. He fights dirty, he fights smart, and if needed, he offers up his body to take a wound in exchange for getting a hit in.

And despite all of that, he keeps moving. Bloodied, exhausted, wounded, but still fighting. He kills multiple S rank candidates who are rumored to be on track to reach proper S rank in a few years.

He even kills both Brich and Kaari. Brich falls for one of his traps and gets buried under a building that was already falling apart. Kaari dies after throwing broken spears at him until she runs out, and once he reaches her, he faces her in a brutal clash where he nearly lets her kill him just to deliver his finishing blow. All while wearing an expression that chills even me.

Watching that, Morwag, whose heart I can almost feel pounding with hunger for a fight, stands up and leaves. He cannot keep watching without participating, and I worry these two will clash one day in a way that ends with only one of them walking away.

Then there’s that young assassin. Out of everyone here, she’s the deadliest. Not a single person slows her down. She seems to have sharp, almost animal instincts and moves through traps, hides, tracks people, and when needed, fights several opponents at once, slipping away without a single wound. Her talent for this style of combat is clear, and I doubt there is anyone who can watch her without feeling at least a trace of fear. I hear people compare her to Lyraen, who’s feared in a similar sort of way.

Then there is that black haired, green eyed man who joined Crimson Forge not long ago. Nothing about him can be called eye-catching, except for the fact that he’s just good at everything, and his use of his body reaches a level where his speed almost matches the assassin’s. He seems to be able to exert what seems like the near maximum possible amount of strength from his stats, thanks to his ability to improve faster than most of the people inside.

He faces one of the S ranks, the mana oriented Quintan, and wins even though Quintan burns through all his mana trying to take him down.

And there are a few more as well. A man who floats atop buildings and moves from rooftop to rooftop while throwing things down at people. Another who relies on fire based attacks. Another who uses a movement technique to spike his speed. Another who oscillates mana along his body.

While watching them, I keep looking for Nathaniel’s sister, but there is no sign of her participating in this event.

The area starts to shrink after a notification, and we can see just like the people inside, and the clashes turn even deadlier.

I shift my attention to Nathaniel again, just as he staggers back with a dagger jammed in his side, but his opponent screams, both eyes poked out with Nathaniel’s fingers, which drip with blood. He didn’t even use mana here.

Nathaniel leaves the dagger in his wound, takes a stone from his pocket, and throws it to the side of his opponent. The man turns toward the sound, and as he shifts his weight, Nathaniel steps in, grabs him from behind, and strangles him until the man disappears.

Nathaniel then stands and moves through the street onto a square where all the remaining people are beginning to converge. Numbering twenty in total.

A group of seven who have been moving together for the past hour are closest to Nathaniel and rush to attack him and get rid of him quickly before facing the others. Several of them even raise their mana a little, though they’ve clearly been saving it and have been doing so for a while.

Nathaniel looks at them with the same calm, unbothered expression.

Then the halo that has hovered above his head for nearly five hours begins to spin in a sharp, frantic blur, and a moment later it collapses with a heavy thump into a single orb. A tiny one, barely the size of half a fingernail.

Blood gushes from Nathaniel’s eyes, ears, mouth, and nose all at once, drawing quick chuckles from the people almost close enough to reach him, but even then, they keep their guard up.

Nathaniel drags his hand across his face, only smearing the blood further, then combs his hair back from his forehead to reveal his eyes, eerie and endlessly confident. The orb over his head pulses and turns pitch black, then, in the same blink, expands into a black halo. This one much thinner than before, like a string of black mana, barely thicker than several strands of hair woven together.

The mana surrounding the people around him flickers, then fades. They slow down and come to a stop. I can almost see it, the mana they had gathered slipping out of their bodies while Nathaniel reaches toward the halo, pulling thin streams of mana from it.

A dozen or so mana projectiles shoot from him, obliterating the entire group in an instant.

Nathaniel’s body sways, yet he still steps forward as more projectiles rise up around him.

The black haired, green eyed man faces him as orange light flickers across the metal rod he’s been holding, forming the shape of a sword. They clash several times, but Nathaniel uses all that stolen mana for body strengthening and comes out on top by simply overwhelming him and stealing his mana. 

It’s not pretty, but it doesn’t need to be. It’s just an overwhelming force, used without care or efficiency. But nonetheless earned only thanks to a remarkable talent in the hands of someone who understands how to wield it.

In the end, only the assassin woman remains, and the two of them face each other in the middle of the broken fountain, water up to their ankles.

The black string of mana dissolves, and all that mana floods into Nathaniel’s body, while the girl becomes even faster. I am almost stunned as I realize she hasn’t been using mana to boost her speed until now. As I watch her, it becomes clear she’s not really skilled at shaping mana, and that everything so far came from pure physical talent. Yet over the past five hours, she’s adapted, trained, grown, and now she’s drawing on her mana to push her speed even further.

With each passing second, their speed climbs higher, and their movements start to blur. Every moment lets them learn, improve, adjust, and grow.

Nathaniel staggers back with a slash across his neck, and the woman’s finger flies into the air, cut clean by oscillating mana spread across the broken dagger in his hands.

They rush in together and collide, the shallow water beneath their feet splashing with every step. It churns aggressively under Nathaniel with his bursts of speed, and more calmly under the smooth movements of the young woman.

The fight continues until Nathaniel falls back one final time with a shard of metal lodged in his neck and blood pouring out. I expect any expression other than the one he shows, yet he looks happy and satisfied, almost as if he predicted this ending and feels proud of what he’s achieved. There’s not a hint of disappointment or shaken confidence, and his pride shines even brighter than before.

Smiling at her, he says something, more blood spilling from his neck.

The woman facing him nods, and a bit of mana gathers on the tip of her finger as she draws a symbol in the air before her.

(*^‿^*)

Then Nathaniel disappears, and the event ends.

 







 

POV Nathaniel

My most valuable reward from the event is the simple fact that it only took me five hours and a little mana to create black mana. More than anything, it proves that even though some of the people around me are absolute monsters, I’m not doing so badly either.

These few short hours revealed my mastery over mana even without system given skills, it’s all the result of my understanding and control. All these days, weeks, and months of constant Mana Cycling and my determination to avoid upgrading or relying on my skills have paid off.

I value this more than any other reward.

But there are other rewards as well. For example, almost immediately after popping out of the event, a few of my skills level up.

[Mana Manipulation - lvl 74 > Mana Manipulation - lvl 75]

[Manifestation - lvl 21 > Manifestation - lvl 22]

[Accumulation - lvl 44 > Accumulation - lvl 45]

With this, two out of three requirements to successfully complete the quest for the title of Absolute Candidate given by the system are out of the way. Even sooner than I expected. The last one remains, to hold out for ten seconds against a Champion grade being.

My other reward for the event is one of the ten named residences here in Megacity, meaning Tacita likely got a low pristine item. But from what I have seen, I am sure she gained something else that she likely values more than that item.

Tacita has always relied on the Dexterity of her body and her wild instincts to move. But now, left with no choice, she had to rely on her mana just a little. Over these five hours, she instinctively grasped a way to use it to increase her speed even though she’d never done it before, likely only having used mana for her field or her weapons.

I don’t think she’ll ever invest stats into Mana. She feels like a single stat enjoyer, same as me and Jean. But I think she’ll find herself looking deeper into the stats she already has and search for ways to increase her speed even further. It is a terrifying thought.

Even now, I still consider her the most dangerous opponent one could face as a humanoid who’s not currently building sized. That is why I knew the event was fucked, and clearly rigged the moment I saw Dexterity listed as the highest stat.

No matter what anyone says, the thought of fleeing from her always lingers in my mind, while it never rises when I think of Lyraen, Morwag, or Weslin. Even Nyssa might have been preferable if it ever came to that.

Maybe it is a sign of my humility, perhaps that’s what the Ruler wanted to show me and everyone else. A reminder of how we used to be and how some people rely too much on the system for the shaping of their skills.

However, I have no problem running away like a little bitch when I need to, and returning only when it suits me. I’m just twisted like that.

But now, with the Humility event out of the way, it is time to go into the final stretch. The 3rd tournament is almost here.

            


Chapter 742 - Hello


                The rest of my time before the tournament, I spend in Beyond, only returning to the ninth floor to go over some things with Lily or to observe the projects Maya and Sophie have been working on with thought acceleration. I take a lot of notes from that, adding everything to my own preparations.

Biscuit moves with me in and out of Beyond as he wishes, and during these weeks, he becomes infamous in the Headquarters of the Primordial Knights. I often sense his primordial energy as he “plays” with yet another one of the countless demons who’ve been throwing themselves at him.

While I notice different, challenging looks from demons turning my way after the Humility event, the looks they give Biscuit are adoring, almost loving. I’m sure these lunatics would die for him if needed. Or try to steal him, but they can make the attempt over my dead, cold manaless body.

As expected from the future overlord, Biscuit is taming these lunatics so easily.

There was an incident when he and I visited the third floor of Beyond, and Doc tried to grab him and sprint into the lab while screaming excitedly, but we don’t talk about that.

After that, I slip into a steady schedule. Training, preparation, experimentation, item crafting, visits from Ruby every now and then, Biscuit time, dueling demons, examining items I acquired from the Ancient Armory, and the low pristine armor from the guild master of the Eternal Clowns.

It all feels comfortably busy, even though at times it feels like it’s a bit too much.

I also sell the named residence I got from the event and manage to get ten million shards. Seven million I get right away, two million coming in a year, and the last million a bit later. All the transfer fees are handled by the buyer, whoever they are. I could probably have gotten better value if I tried, but I chose shards instead of materials or items.

Combined with the many items I sold through the auction, the ones I crafted and sold, even after managing to create a few low arcane items and one mid arcane with help, I’ve gathered a lot of shards.

I mean, it’s really a lot.

Just a few days before the tournament, I spend twenty two million of them and buy a low pristine passive.

These passives are a bit different from previous grades, and there are fewer of them. While I can see thousands of arcane passives, there are only a few dozen pristine ones available. According to the information I purchased, the pristine passive offerings are tailored more specifically to me, and the system provides them based on my performance.

Ruby congratulates me, saying I am one of the few attendees to receive a pristine passive and also one of the youngest, since I achieved it so much earlier than most. Getting such a powerful passive should influence my body upgrade as well.

With that all, my shards now sit at a mere four hundred fifty thousand, but I don’t feel bad about it at all.

The last few days feel longer than before. Where before a week felt like it passed in a blink, it now feels like a single day has stretched into a week. Yet even with that, I have a feeling that I won’t find enough time to do everything I want. So I make the only smart decision.

I take a break for one entire day during which I push everything into the background.

I do not train, I do not experiment, and I even force my curious mind to shut the hell up so it doesn’t drag me into some new construct idea sparked by seeing a random attendee walk past with an interesting mana signature. For the morning of my rest day, I become the laziest creature to ever exist, or at least close to it.

Waking up at what feels like three in the morning, I go right back to sleep to get my eight hours, even though lately I only need two to four hours to function at my best. Biscuit, who syncs to my sleeping schedule, takes advantage of it and climbs into my bed, now the size of a labrador, and we fall into dreamless sleep again.

When the morning finally comes, I spend two more hours in bed, just lazing around, covered under the blanket, closing my eyes until I drift into that comfortable state where I feel like I might fall asleep again, even though I know I won’t.

After that comes breakfast, made from the food I bought the day before. In my gecko pajamas, Biscuit and I leave my room in the guild headquarters and move to the small kitchen nearby, which, even at this time of day, is completely empty.

Here, Biscuit gets his ancient deer jerky with a side of sparkling water. He barks at that water a few times as it “bites” him. Meanwhile, I make a simple omelet from whatever egg this happens to be, it’s as big as two of my fists, but it tastes just like a chicken egg. I add a fresh pastry, and for dessert, I eat one of my last Earth chocolates while Biscuit gets one of the expensive dog treats he enjoys.

I don’t even wash the dishes, I just leave them in the sink.

Then I return to my room and sit on the balcony, enjoying the light on my skin with Biscuit in his puppy form resting on my lap. It is one of the most beautiful days I’ve ever had on the fourth floor. A light breeze presses against me, the air carries a touch of chill, yet the light keeps everything comfortably warm.

Later, during that day, I visit Weslin, where we talk about random stuff. I meet Ruby and Kindness in the city, where they make me buy them a sweet drink from a street vendor. I can’t help myself and try to ask about the third tournament, but everything gets censored again.

I spend a few hours with Tess, Lily, Leticia, Luna, Jean, and Spacepup, who’ve finally reached the fourth floor as well. It is the first time Luna meets Biscuit, who is in puppy form, and she keeps moving around him, speaking in that creepy way where her maw hangs open, and a human woman’s voice comes out without actually moving her mouth.

The golden retriever doesn’t seem to know what to think of the corgi, switching between playful excitement and raising the fur on her neck in fear. Biscuit, in sync with my laziness, ignores it all and just dozes on my lap, burping once in a while with how much deer jerky he ate today.

Jean especially catches my curiosity when I notice the ambient mana reacting in a strange way as it comes into contact with his body. Usually, I would try to estimate his strength since, in my eyes, he is more interesting than many others because he’s a single stat enjoyer, but not today. Still, it is easy to see that he’s gotten much stronger since last time, and his Physique and all the mana around him seem… I force myself to stop.

No one talks about anything tutorial oriented, and instead, we keep the topics casual. Favorite movies and shows, funny situations from Earth, past money problems, countries they visited, what they saw there, and the foods they tasted. They argue about whether Hawaiian pizza should be allowed to exist and which brand of candy is the best.

Sometimes I join the conversation, but most of the time I sit and listen with my hand running down Biscuit’s back.

When I feel like I’ve had enough socialisation, I stand up and say goodbye to all of them, thanking Jean for letting the day pass without a challenge, something that seems to surprise him, but causes him to smile and energetically tap my back with his huge hand. I don’t mention that it cracked a few bones.

Back in my room, I pull out the tablet I got from Izzy, connect the external hard drive to it, and play the pirated version of The Lord of the Rings. All three movies, and obviously the extended editions. Biscuit watches with me, his eyes following the screen with curiosity, and once in a while, he reacts to what’s happening on screen. He barks in anger, stares in awe, or makes sad noises.

The day ends, and as the next one begins, I open my status.

 



Name:Nathaniel Gwyn

Title:Champion Candidate

Difficulty:Hell

Rank:A, Shimmering Silver

Guild: Primordial Knights

Floor: 9 - The Pit

Time left until forced return: 2y 1d 1h 19m 36s

Traits (2/3):Mana Wavelength Iris 2/3, Mana Physique 2/3

Lvl 349

Strength: 315

Dexterity: 293

Constitution: 476

Mana (Stage 1/3 - Vast Mana): 1753 + 1753

Primary Class:Mana Weaver (Unique Arcane)

Sub-class:[Adept of Pride]

Active skills (9/10):

Focus - Lvl 74

Perception - Lvl 70

Redistribution - Lvl 71

Mana Manipulation - Lvl 75

Ley Line - Lvl 69

Eclipse (Pride) - Lvl 59

Empyrean Lance - Lvl 35

Manifestation - Lvl 25

Accumulation - Lvl 49

Constructs:

Reinforcement

Mana Regulator

Mana Sovereignty Mantle

Kinetic Mana Heart

Sealed Ignition Heart (Partially Sealed, 2/3)

Mental Frame

Thought Maze Circuit

Thermal Flux Regulator

Passive skills (5/5):

Mana Kinetic Conversion Reservoir (Unique Epic)

Mana Wavelength Tyrant (Mid Arcane)

Subdermal Combustion Weave (Mid Arcane)

Mana Wave Predation (Unique Arcane)

Cognitive Hyperprocessing Vector (Low Pristine)

Tokens:

Send a single item to your disciple (up to epic rarity)

Passive skill combination token (low arcane)

Beyond visitor token - 1 year (unlocked after tutorial)

Beyond 14 day stay token

Beyond 7 day stay token

Beyond 30 day stay token



Shards:449,606

 



As I check my status, I go through the other windows I have access to. In between them, I check all four Beyond rankings, with one of them especially grabbing my attention. The one that only resets once a thousand years, and will reset soon, in probably twenty to thirty years.

 



Exploration Leaders

1. Christoph (6th Floor)

 2. Adrian (6th Floor)

 3. Voss (5th Floor)

 4. Nyssa Volare (5th Floor)

 5. Orion (5th Floor)

 6. Zenith (5th Floor)

 



Closing the window, I move toward the Quiet Circle, whose location I’ve finally been told, and sacrifice fifteen stats in Constitution to enter the fifth floor of Beyond.

I do not stay there, not even for a few seconds, and I head back to the fourth floor of Beyond in Megacity.

Then I return to the Quiet Circle, where I sacrifice another fifteen points in Constitution to step onto the fifth floor, only to leave again.

Instead of sticking to my earlier plan, I push myself much further and keep going back and forth.

In total, I do it 25 times, which lowers my Constitution from 476 to 101, and I gain 100,000 shards from the quest each time I repeat it.

The difference is noticeable right away, but it’s something I expected. The subminds I created for this task activate, taking care of the wildly roaring mana and my body as it weakens even further.

I use a few active skills and observe the process to see if anything feels different, but it’s not as simple as that. It will take time for my body to adapt to my active skills again, even though my body is much weaker now and my skills feel more powerful in comparison.

 







 

Just a few hours before the tournament starts, I exit Megacity once again and teleport to a cave where I left a mark after buying information on the enormous number of powerful monsters located there. It is around twenty miles from Megacity, but I am more than capable of long range teleportation when I need to be.

Once there, I pull all the mana accumulated in the crown I’ve manifested over my head, something I have been gathering for over a month, and I watch the time tick down.

Just a few minutes before the moment arrives, I start moving all that mana and create a cube in front of me. I chose that shape because of my recent experimentation. In the shape of an orb, mana can gather and remain stable, but a cube makes it bounce wildly against the inner walls. It becomes more unstable, much harder to control, and the final explosion grows stronger. I suspect that a pyramid would increase the effect further since evil pyramids were always the most difficult shape for training, but I’ll leave that for future testing.

It’s time to level up. I’ve been holding myself back for way too long.

The air around me starts shaking as I channel all that mana and continue to hold it in that shape. The cube is pale blue and transparent, and the mana inside keeps bouncing, spinning, and moving unpredictably. Through the sheer amount of interference it compresses, becoming tricolored, and I push further until small sparks of gold and white appear in the core, glowing more brightly than everything else.

Mana radiation in the area rises, something I can see with my eyes and feel as a sting on my skin. A low shimmer rolls outward as mana bleeds into the air, warping the light and leaving the ground cracked where the pressure hits hardest. The closest trees sag as if under a sudden weight, and the air thins, pushing steady, audible tremors rolling through the area.

This cube is the most powerful attack I’ve made so far without any doubt. And I just chuck it down into a deep, long, dark shaft where it lights up the walls as it falls. Then I teleport back to Megacity and watch from a distance. 

I know the shaft is very deep and the monsters occupy caves across a wide area, so I don’t expect to see anything from here. Still, I know what an explosion going off that deep looks like, and I want to be sure.

I count thirty seconds, and then the notifications start appearing.

From twenty miles away, I see a thin tricolored line stab into the sky over the canyon’s ridge, so straight it looks as if it could have been drawn with a ruler. The blue outer glow stretches higher than the nearby clouds, while the gold and white core flickers like a pulse running through a vein.

[You have defeated Deepcore Mauler - lvl 399]

[You have defeated Ironshell Behemoth- lvl 386]

[You have defeated Deepcore Mauler - lvl 403]

[You have defeated Basalt Tyrant - lvl 402]

…

[Lvl 349 > Lvl 350]

[You have defeated Deepcore Mauler - lvl 396]

[You have defeated Ironshell Behemoth - lvl 401]

[You have defeated Deepnight Harrower - lvl 406]

[You have defeated Deepnight Harrower - lvl 399]

…

[Lvl 351 > Lvl 352]

[You have defeated Basalt Tyrant - lvl 389]

[You have defeated Netherbite Colossus - lvl 415]

…

Notifications keep popping up for a while, rapidly one after another, until after a few minutes, they slow down to one every few seconds, then to even longer pauses later on. Finally, they stop with the last one.

[Lvl 366 > Lvl 367]

And a new one appears.

 



Level 350 status reached. Your body is entering a superior phase of structural refinement.

A necessary body upgrade is pending.



Your body will undergo an upgrade that enhances the density and resilience of its living material. Heat, cold, force, and absence of atmosphere fail to disrupt the cohesion of your body, granting you a body that endures extreme environmental conditions or overwhelming skill release.

This upgrade will also greatly strengthen your natural barrier.

Note: Following the upgrade, your physical structure will become much more dependable regardless of the extremes of your environment.

Individual enhancement: Your Mana Physique becomes more deeply integrated into your body and is affected by the body upgrade, also allowing for further trait strengthening.



Well done!

 



Just a few seconds remain until the tournament, and I already feel the changes gradually applying to my body, messing with my constructs, unwinding them, and sending them haywire, further influenced by my much lower Constitution and the pressure of mana flowing through my body.

Almost without realizing it, I find myself inside my mental space. Once more in that never ending white room where I can’t tell where the floor ends and the walls begin.

There, only one thing exists. A black drape hanging on a wooden pole that does not seem connected to anything. Something I remember as part of the room I grew up in with Victoria.

I hear a giggle and notice small feet poking out from under it as the person behind the drape tries to hide. For some reason, that person, a child judging by the size of the feet, is missing one sock.

“Can you see me?” a young voice asks.

“A bit,” I answer.

“You truly must be a genius to have such great powers of perception.” The drape shifts, and a young boy walks out. He has black hair, and one eye is brown while the other is gray. Around his shoulders is an old, bleached out red blanket as he smiles at me. “The time has come.”

“Yes?”

“Yes. You don’t remember, but you were here before and asked me to hide the information that I will give you now. Then it is up to you to decide if you want me to keep hiding it or if you want to keep that knowledge for now.”

I stare at him, fragments of old thoughts surfacing. Oh… Sneakythaniel.

He tells me the information, and I fall into deep thought.

Then I make my decision and appear back outside, only to be greeted a few seconds later with another notification.

 



Congratulations on your 3rd year in the tutorial! The tournament preparations have been concluded.

Throughout the duration of the tournament of Earth’s tutorial, all Floor quests will be put on hold. The tournament will have a five day duration, and you can decide to participate or not.

More information will be given after entering the tournament floor.

 



Would you like to participate in the 3rd tournament of the Earth’s tutorial?

Yes/No

 



I accept, and appear inside, and the moment I do, I know I am truly fucked.

The healing aura and impossibility to die that existed here during previous tournaments is gone, and the pending body upgrade continues shifting my body, completely ignoring my careful planning that relied heavily on the tournament’s healing aura.

And that one sentence from the block of the notification I read confirms it further.

 



It is now impossible to die during the events. You will be healed and moved to the common area the moment your life is considered to be at risk.

Important note: It is now possible to die outside of the events.

 



A powerful force presses against my body, breaking it further, and I start activating Lily’s healing marks one after another, currently not even having the mental capacity to use thermal energy with all the chaos I’m handling. My mana, my thermal energy, and kinetic energy spread outward, causing people nearby to shout and rush away from the pressure.

My minds keep splitting and combining as needed while I take over and start modifying my preparations, which now feel so useless, and only a bit over half of them remain usable.

It takes only a few seconds, and all the generated mana and thermal energy become more and more unstable. The pathways and the cycling I’ve been using become much more difficult as new problems appear constantly and break just as quickly as I fix them.

I clear my mind and let a small part of it observe the area.

All of Earth’s participants have been placed on a single floating island, and opposite us floats another. The rest of the world is a pitch black void, with no ground below or around us. Just two floating islands in the darkness beneath what feels like a distant starry sky and a small sun above.

The other floating island must belong to the planet we’re about to face in this tournament, and they decided to test our reactions, because multiple attacks rise from their island and head our way.

 







 

POV Lily Chen

The area we find ourselves in explodes in a burst of mana, and a transparent red half figure rises into the air, tall as a building. It raises one of its arms high, and a large staff appears in its grip. It waves it swiftly, drawing inscriptions into the air, and a huge barrier forms to block the bombardment of attacks coming from the other floating island.

I look at it only for a moment before I rush toward where Nathaniel is. He is impossible to miss as his mana and thermal energy keep shooting into the air, and a huge circle has cleared around him with a few people from Hell difficulty stacking barriers to keep the pressure from killing the lower difficulty attendees.

I send a burst of [Disintegration] in front of me and carve a hole through the stacked barriers, stepping inside and slowing to a walk as I approach him.

Where I expected him to be in agony and barely alive after seeing that notification about the missing healing aura, he would seem to be the exact opposite. The earth around him is scorched, the air thick with mana so hot and sharp it’s damaging even my body. Most of his clothes are gone, long white scars tear through his body, tracing their way across his skin even as my healing marks close them.

But Nathaniel stands there tall and proud. There is not a single trace of desperation on his face, even as he hangs a step away from death.

The closer I get, the more my body is destroyed as the pressure and heat press against me. I doubt anyone else in Earth’s tutorial could survive this other than me.

His eyes turn toward me, but he doesn’t try to push me away or convince me otherwise, even though he sees my wounds. He trusts my decision and lets me make it. I know he would even if it were the wrong one. It is one of the reasons why… I shake my head and smile. He likes to say it, but all of us, here in the tutorial, have some serious problems.

My skin catches fire, and my hair and eyebrows burn off while my skin sizzles away, only to return in an instant as I heal myself as fast as the damage can form. I cannot even speak as the heat and pressure burn my vocal cords, but I force myself to smile at him, and he shrugs back.

Nathaniel reaches out his hand, and I touch it, sending my healing into him as I examine his body and begin working on the changes we need to make for all of this to serve its function.

I know he won’t let me help much, only enough for him to get a better grasp so he can handle the rest on his own.

We do not get much time. Barely a few minutes later, the red figure with the staff that was defending the floating island turns and towers over the barriers that the other Hell difficulty attendees have stacked here. It flickers and passes through, and with it, a man appears. And from the descriptions, I assume this must be Christoph.

His and Nathaniel’s eyes meet for the briefest moment before Christoph smiles. “Oh, so you know.” Then he turns to me. “Would you mind giving us a moment of privacy, young lady?”

Something presses against me and throws me away from them, placing me outside as Nathaniel and the man are surrounded by an impenetrable red barrier that blocks any view inside.

 







 

POV Nathaniel

Once Lily is gone, the difficulty rises, though I keep my composure. I stand here with my mana roaring around me and golden flames devouring the air, while it continues to feel like I’m trying to patch dozens of holes in a boat by stopping the water with my bare hands.

Yet it does not matter. Even if everything turns against me, I will not give up. I will keep moving forward, my focus set firm, and nothing in this world will break me. Nothing and no one.

Then I allow a smart part of my mind to turn to the man in front of me.

A spike of healing from a mark fixes my throat just enough for me to say, “Hello, Adrian.”

He scratches his cheek and gives a brief smile. “I prefer being called Christoph, so why don’t we talk about it?”

            


Chapter 743 - Earthling


                

I watch as the back of that transparent figure over him splits, and two more arms grow from the shoulders. Both reach toward me, pushing through the torrent of my mana and thermal energy, until they touch my shoulders. Just like the Hornless Demon, Adrian calms my raging mana and helps me circulate it, easing the pressure so we can talk.

“I’ve always liked meeting people capable of pushing themselves this far,” he says with a calm smile, “what you’ve done is impressive. Truly impressive. The sheer fact you can channel it all is a rare sight to behold in someone as young as you.”

“But?” I ask, not bothering to hide my mood. From my conversations with Lioren and from the memories he showed me, I already know what kind of abilities this man has.

Adrian is an empath, among many other things. Someone like Izzy, but unlike her, he’s extremely capable of using his empathy in the ways that benefit him most.

“I can sense such anger from you,” he says, “I’ve heard about your challenge against Lioren’s lurker, so I guess that’s where your knowledge about me comes from.” He pauses again as if thinking and looks up at the red barrier surrounding us. “As I said, I admire people who push themselves as you do, but being so young often causes you to make mistakes we older ones have already made and learned from. Yet you young ones never listen. Not that I mind, it’s just how things are, and some lessons can only be learned by experiencing them in your own skin.”

I use the chance to observe the way he’s helping me ease the pressure while I continue making the changes I need, taking into account my lower than planned Constitution, my low pristine passive, and the lack of a healing aura. All while he reads my emotions without me being able to sense it at all.

“I would prefer to learn from the mistakes of others and laugh at them, but once in a while I can make my own,” I say, “And also yes, I spent some time with Lioren. Betraying him and arranging his death on the first floor because you were busy shitting your pants rather than challenging him directly was kind of a dick move.”

Adrian stays calm. “I would agree with that, and quite strongly. It’s something I would’ve done very differently nowadays, and in the end, I truly regret my decisions and behavior from that time, even if you might not believe that. Sometimes I wonder what would have become of Lioren if he’d had the opportunity to complete the tutorial, heal his body, and improve his skills further. Maybe he would have become a Ruler by now, or maybe he would have challenged Pride as many others before and fallen against him.”

Sensing my mix of emotions, Adrian watches me, then sighs and sits down on the ground, gesturing for me to do the same.

For a moment, I stand there, facing him, but the pale red arms lift up from me, releasing an avalanche of my own mana and thermal energy. So I sit down with him, and right away the pale red arms touch me again, and he continues to ease the pressure.

And he speaks. “I entered the tutorial as a really nasty seventeen year old boy. All the danger and constant betrayals in Hell difficulty didn’t help either, but I will not make excuses. Simply said, I used to be a real piece of work. I killed people, I cheated them, and I betrayed them.”

“Let me guess, but you changed?”

“I would hope so. After all, all of that was a thousand years ago. During that time, I returned to my planet, I became a Champion, I traveled to other planets, and I even served as a Handler in Beyond for a while. I met many people before returning to my planet, where I got married, founded my own clan, and later became an Absolute. Those few years in the tutorial were impactful, but so were the many others outside of it. I am not saying this so you’ll forgive me for betraying someone you clearly viewed as a friend, even though he died so long ago. I am simply giving you my point of view.”

As I look at him, I think that from a certain point of view, this must be amusing. Adrian now likely knows more about my emotions than I do, and I’m not stupid enough to miss how much he could take advantage of that if he wanted to.

I’ve thought about Izzy’s abilities, and in some ways, they’re just as scary as her sister’s. While you can detect and defend against Sophie’s Manipulation, Izzy can do something similar much more quietly. She can take her time and slowly nudge you toward whatever she wants by reading your emotions and reacting in ways that guide you into acting as she wishes.

Adrian must know I am thinking that. He must know I didn’t know about him or his abilities when we met, not that long ago, and have only now begun to understand them for some reason.

I’m not sure if he’s realized that Sneakythaniel exists, but his empathy was the reason I chose to hide my knowledge, so he wouldn’t instantly discover that I know who he is.

From the moment I saw him the first time, I recognized the way he moved, the tiny shifts in his body, the deep rooted gestures. All things Lioren knew to watch for and use to better identify people.

But now I wonder, will he kill me the way I thought he would when I first met him, before I hid my knowledge as I learned just how brutal the Adrian from the tutorial used to be? Or did I eventually come to the conclusion he wouldn’t, after seeing a tiny glimpse of who he’s become?

As if I needed another fucked up situation to add on top of everything else.

“So how did you do it?” I ask.

He looks at me in a way that seems like he is considering the answer before he shakes his head. “I am still not sure if you will go against me or if we’ll end up working together. So I’ll keep most of that to myself.”

“What are you more inclined to think?”

After looking at me like I am a puzzle, he scratches his beard. “I would say there is a ninety percent chance that you’ll go against me once you think you are strong enough.”

“And the ten percent?”

“That is either you serving as my Champion or both of us racing to see who becomes the Absolute. If I win, it will weaken your pride a little, but it will not break it. You will grow stronger and challenge me again in the future because you dislike the idea of having an “alien” as Earth’s Absolute. That would keep me on edge and force me to stay strong. But over time, I would prove through my behavior that I have Earth’s best interests in mind. And both of us know that’s the only thing that matters compared to cheap words.”

“I do not think the others would like the idea of you being Earth’s Absolute, “alien” or not.”

Adrian takes a breath, as if he expected that statement. “If you think about it for a moment, am I not the most Earthlike out of all of you? I lived seventy five years on Earth, and I even have children there. I am likely the oldest person in Earth’s tutorial.”

The words hang in the air as I stare at him. “Is the early Pairing your fault?”

“Yes,” he answers honestly, and he cannot help it, as he explains more and tells me how. “I was born on Earth, I went through those years as a baby, and trust me, it was anything but pleasant to live trapped in a weak body with no bowel control.” He shivers at the memory. “I thought since I was born into a world without mana, had no heart, no status, and none of my powers, that it wouldn’t matter that I used to be an Absolute. But apparently it did. The system, somewhere in its background subsystems, must have partially classified me as an Absolute. And since Earth had no Absolute, it treated the challenge as accepted the moment the tutorial began. The Pairing began at that point as well, even though that doesn’t seem like it should make sense, because if I had kept any status in the system, I wouldn’t have been able to become a native of Earth or repeat the tutorial.”

I rest my elbows on my knees. “So in the end, we’re fighting against the planet you were Absolute on. Sorry, but this sounds a little bit like an invasion, and why the hell would you even do all that?”

“It does look like it, does it not?” He laughs shortly, and that laugh feels like the most honest part of him so far, as if he got tricked by the system and only now sees it, even though in hindsight it makes perfect sense. “Do you know why I’m telling you all of this?”

“Possibly as an olive branch or as a ploy to make me trust you.”

“Exactly. I am sharing this with you alone, and I don’t want anyone else to know, not even your sister. I will reveal my identity only when I choose. What I can promise is simple, I will never reveal myself as Adrian to my planet. I will act with Earth’s best interests in mind, even if that puts me at odds with my own world.”

“I will trust it when I see it.”

“I know,” he nods with a smile, “as for why I’ve done all of this, it’s simple. I wanted to enter the tutorial again.”

Adrian pauses and glances at the red barrier with a weak smile. “Your healer friend has some seriously dangerous skill.” When he looks away, his expression shifts into something almost embarrassed. “It is awkward to say, but after a thousand years, I became stuck. An Absolute, yes, a very powerful one, but nowhere near legends like The Ancient Monster, The Magi, Pale Titan, or the Void Caller, even if many thought I had that potential. And nowhere near strong enough to challenge Rulers. I made many mistakes that limited my potential in the end. So I told myself, why not start over, and since then, I dedicated many years to making it possible, and sacrificed all I had for that single goal. Thankfully, one of my skills helped with that.”

As before, I sit and listen, watching the mess inside my body, watching the pale red arms of the figure floating behind him with their hands still on my shoulders, gathering every piece of information I can. All the things he gives so willingly. I’m not stupid enough to think he’s giving all this away for free. He might want me to join him, or he might want to amuse himself with another puzzle. But if I ruin it and tell anyone, someone will pay for it, and it won’t be me.

“Do you think it is pathetic to want to start over?” Adrian asks seriously.

I think about it and shrug. “Not really. If the system is so easy to abuse, why not?”

He laughs. “Easy… you would not believe how difficult it truly was. I had to give up everything I had, and I only got to keep my memories. I calculated that the Earth’s tutorial would start about 20 years after I was born there. With all my knowledge I trained, I prepared, and never in the history of Earth was there anyone with a body as fast and strong as mine back then. But then the time came, and nothing happened. So, did I miscalculate, and Earth would awaken later? Did something else change? I did not know. I waited because there was nothing else I could have done. Years turned into decades, and I became an old man, trapped in a breaking body, on the brink of accepting that I’d failed.”

His mood shifts, and he reveals more emotion, a flicker of anger. “Was it a Ruler messing with me, delaying Earth’s awakening? Did I make a mistake running the formula? Did I calculate wrong? None of it mattered except for that feeling I had. Never before have I felt so small and pathetic as I did in those last few years on Earth.”

“But it doesn’t matter anymore,” I say.

He slips back into that confident calm and breathes out. “It matters not. I succeeded. I gained everything I ever wanted in the tutorial and built a foundation I could never have dreamed of previously. There’s just one more thing I need in this tournament, and then I can continue down my path. I will become Absolute again, I will protect Earth during the Pairing as well as my old planet, and then one day I will go after the man no one seems capable of defeating.” He reaches toward the sky with hazy eyes as he speaks.

“I still don’t like it,” I tell him.

His eyes return to me, and he nods. “I know. I can feel it. So watch me. Watch my actions rather than my words and grow strong enough to challenge me. But of course, only if you survive this great test you’ve put yourself through.”

The two pale red hands lift from my shoulders, and the presence helping me control my mana vanishes. A torrent of mana explodes from inside me. The effort I used to keep my thermal energy in check has to be split again to stop my mana from tearing me apart, causing both mana and thermal energy to spill from my body.

“In my opinion, it is fifty fifty whether you survive what you’ve done to your body, so please do your best,” he says as the barrier around us breaks.

Adrian then steps forth and disappears with a red blur just as Lily crashes into the spot where he stood.




            


Chapter 744 - All me


                From where I sit on the ground, I watch the transparent half figure above Adrian lift into the air somewhere in the distance as wings grow from its back, and with Adrian hanging beneath it, he flies toward the second floating island.

I only have time to wonder what I should even call him in my mind before the mess I’ve landed myself in becomes too much and forces all my focus onto it. Lily tries to come back to heal me, but I gesture for her to stop and instead try to deal with it on my own.

The body upgrade keeps gradually applying, and that individual part of the upgrade that affects my Mana Physique makes the biggest mess. The constructs get erased, then try to come back in ways that absolutely do not work with a body that’s still changing under the influence of the upgrade.

I don’t know if it is some sort of genetic memory that’s making the constructs cling to existence, or if the system considers them a twisted sort of passive, or something else entirely, but they refuse to be erased.

It would probably be far less of a problem if the body upgrade applied all at once. But it’s not that simple. The body upgrade applies a bit, the constructs get ruined, I fix them, the upgrade applies again, the constructs get ruined again. Constantly in a neverending loop.

Then there are my passives messing with everything. Usually, the system handles that automatically, but I think at least the two of my passives are probably too strong for my current Constitution, so the changes are deeper, heavier, woven further into my being. I wanted that, yes, I counted on it. But damn, I would have done things differently if I had known what I know now.

I planned on the upgrade not applying fully because of the constant healing aura of the tournament, which would have caused most of the body upgrade to apply after the tournament, but, with me having observed it, I prepared for it.

In a way, the body upgrade is similar to my body tempering or the restrictive training emblem. My body needs to take damage for it to work. Instant healing ruins the process.

Still, even through all of this, I refuse to change my approach. I am confident that I can do it.

I am sure of it even as I let my body get damaged to the point where I almost die. Then I stop handling mana and focus on thermal energy alone, letting it combust and heal me to the point where I can let go of it, watch my body break again, and the upgrade continues applying.

[Focus - lvl 74 > Focus - lvl 75]

Each time my concentration slips, scars form. Sometimes they’re barely the length of a fingernail, small tears in my skin and the flesh below that heal quickly. Other times, they’re as long as my finger, deeper, and hitting harder. There is also a longer one running diagonally across my chest over where my hearts are, it’s the length of my forearm, and another on my back of similar size. These wounds heal, but the scars remain, pale white and visible on my skin, refusing to disappear even though they should.

And thus my body keeps tearing, healing, and scarring while my mind observes it all. Now, with my new passive, my cognitive vector, my mental capacity is stronger than ever.

Most of all, it feels like my mind itself became more durable, letting me abuse it more than ever and making some things disturbingly easy.

The only thing that holds me back is me. My talents, my capabilities, which still feel lacking compared to the potential I can sense right in front of me.

 



Cognitive Hyperprocessing Vector (Low Pristine) - Your cognition gains a compact internal framework vector that reduces thought into a refined conceptual structure. The model allows efficient manipulation of intricate concepts and maintains stability through heavy mental load.

 



The passive is, well, something. I have no idea what half of the description means, and…I pause only to handle yet another spike of mana. Another part of my body bursts open, but I gesture again for Lily to stop where she stands. With my eyes closed, I let my thermal energy combust while I hold my body together long enough to heal the wound.

It takes a few long seconds, but when it is done, I breathe out a shaky breath and check the last seal on my Ignition Heart. It still holds, and I hope it continues to do so.

A small part of my mind dives back into thought to distract me from all the pressure and pain. My new passive is certainly powerful. I spent shards gathering as much information as I could and used my guild’s archives too. Pristine passives are, well, far fewer in number, each one specially chosen by the system and tailored to the user.

There are many options, categories, and subcategories. Vectors are one of those subcategories, and as far as I have found, at least five vectors exist. Cognitive, Spatial, Temporal, Causal, and Harmonic.

I was offered the Cognitive Vector, likely thanks to my mental capabilities, though how important it is, and how it happened will be up to future me to judge. I just know vector type passives are among the rarer ones.

So far, it doesn’t feel like it changed or added anything. All the work is there for me to do. The passive provided a durable internal framework into which I must place the engine, meaning my mental capabilities, split minds, and everything that goes with them. It’s simple in a way, but it’s exactly what I need.

I blink and snap back to reality, only to notice Lily standing in front of me, her hand pressed against my chest as she heals a huge hole a spike of thermal energy burned through. A part of the leftover energy hits her too, adding to the damage my wild energies cause. I can see the area around us shimmering and the barrier outside taking more and more damage, forcing people to reinforce it.

(Food?) sounds in my mind. Like an offering, a gesture asking to step in and fix most of my problems. If it’s him, I know he can help.

But I don’t want it, which is why I rejected his help when I first appeared here and when I recognized Christoph. It’s for me to deal with, to clean up the mess I created, and overall, something I know I can do. So I shake my head, unable to answer in any other way, and Biscuit’s presence takes a step back.

Lily knows my intentions, too. She steps away after healing me just enough to keep from dying on the spot, but she stays close. It makes me turn toward her, searching her face for pity or hesitation. Instead, there is simply trust, a willingness to let me make my own decision, no matter how stupid it might be. And damn, sometimes I know I can be a difficult person to deal with. I know it, the system knows it, hell, anyone who’s watched me long enough knows it.

What else could explain some of my decisions? Especially the ones fueled by pride, greed, and arrogance, supported by my constant urge to do everything myself and trust no one beyond myself.

Sometimes I wonder if I was born like that or if my environment shaped me, or if it is just the sum of all the decisions I’ve made that formed me into what I am today.

In the end, Greed and Pride both fit me quite nicely, do they not?

I feel myself smile as another spike of mana bursts out while the body upgrade makes yet another change to my Mana Physique. I examine my body right after, searching for pathways I could use to circulate the mana. The pathways are there, but so are the half broken constructs, blocking them, twisting a process that should be simple. I inscribe into my body, fixing the constructs and rerouting them while knowing I’ll just have to do it again minutes later. I do it to ease the load on my Mana Cycling, which I need to maintain constantly, pushing mana through a body with only a hundred-and-one Constitution while doing all of this at once.

Thermal energy is no better, having nearly the same problems. Sometimes, even my Kinetic Mana Heart pulses and starts turning mana into kinetic energy until I catch it and shut it down.

It’s a never ending battle, further complicated by the healing I need every once in a while, each time raising the difficulty.

Through it all, I keep splitting and combining my minds. I push it further than ever before, often separating into more than ten subminds, many of them pre-prepared with arrays and inscriptions, making all of this possible in the first place.

And the body upgrade keeps ramping up, each wave bigger than the last, forcing me to improve or accept that I might not be able to keep up soon and will have to rely on others.

Again.

As if I wasn’t enough. As if I’ve taken a far bigger bite than I can chew. Many people have told me that I’ve done that, stronger people, more experienced people, more talented people.

However… When did I ever care? Never. Not even once. Who are they to tell me what my limit is? Who are they to judge what my mind is capable of?

I straighten and stand tall, and under my own force of will, all the raging energies calm and hesitate. They stop and pull toward my body where they cycle in the exact way I want.

For that short moment, I see what I need to do, and what my goal is, before everything becomes too much and the energies explode into my surroundings again, and rage out of my control.

As if waiting for that moment, a finger plops onto the ground near Lily.

When I track where it came from, I notice a small opening in the barrier surrounding us through which it slipped in.

A moment later, Victoria grows from it, reliable and calmly composed as always, and takes a step toward me.

Lily tries to stop her, but my sister just slaps her hand away like an annoying fly without even looking at her. After taking a few more steps, Victoria stops in front of me and places her hand on my shoulder.

It is not like the mana and golden flames aren’t there or hitting her. They slam into her body, trying to break it the same way they tried with Lily. I always suspected Victoria’s body was more durable than Lily’s, but the difference here is absurd. There isn’t the slightest of burns, not the smallest sign of damage from the mana radiation. Not even a single strand of hair is disturbed.

That… shouldn’t be possible. There is no way her body is this durable already.

Slowly, gradually, I realize what is happening. It is not that her body is impossibly durable. It’s me. Somehow, even in this state, I can’t seem to bear the thought of hurting her, not even by accident or as a side effect of my own mistakes.

When I try to figure out how this is possible, I realize most of my minds are in deep [Focus], overclocked to the point of tapping into the tiniest bit of thought acceleration. They brute force the behavior with help from my new passive, ignoring how much this should hurt and how impossible it should be without a specialized skill.

Victoria looks at me as if she never once considered the idea that I might hurt her, as if she knew from the start that this would be the outcome.

“Do you need my help, Natty?” she asks. “Tell me, is this someone else’s fault, or is this one of your fun projects?”

“It is all me, Vic,” I force out of myself. “No need for help.”

She leans in and kisses my forehead. “Good. I’ll leave it up to you then.”

Walking up to Lily, she stops in front of her and says, “Do not ever try to do something like that again.”

Then she heads toward the barrier and knocks on it. I see a bunch of people scrambling around, until her right hand, Gloria, a young blonde with a choker, stabs her hands glowing with white light into the barrier and tears it open wide enough for Victoria to walk out.

Once the others restore it behind her, the barrier closes again.

            


Chapter 745 - Events for the 3rd tournament


                This tournament only has four events over the duration of five days. It’s less than before, and the tournament itself is shorter too.

What gets me thinking is the fact that it’s impossible to die during the events, might push the opposing planets to fight against each other. I wouldn’t be surprised if this entire setup is designed so that we attack each other. Us being on two separate floating islands clearly hints at that. Especially paired with the fact that people can die outside the events.

It makes for a surprisingly cruel setting. For example, someone like Adrian could probably just fly to the opposing island and slaughter all of them. There are likely a few hundred people from Hell difficulty who can put up a fight, and maybe some Beyond attendees who could push him a bit further. But how the hell would they learn to cooperate fast enough to face someone who’s already killed a Champion grade being on the fifth floor of Beyond?

When he flew toward them, I thought he might try exactly that, but that doesn’t seem to be the case. He returns a few minutes after he left, landing in the middle of the group of people and talking to them.

I watch from inside my barrier when Lily brings my attention back to her.

“It hurts,” she says from her position on the ground with her knees pulled to her chest.

I turn to her and tilt my head in question.

She keeps talking. “It hurts you. Every body upgrade so far has caused you a lot of pain, and with your current Constitution, it must be even more intense, especially since you also find yourself having to manage your mana. And I’ve felt it before, those golden flames of yours are especially painful. You would probably say you can ignore most of it with your concentration skill, but I know it would be a lie.”

A few minutes of having to deal with the constructs pass, and the current stage of the body upgrade pauses, so I move thermal energy to heal myself and restore my vocal cords enough to talk.

“It’s just like stubbing your toe or getting a papercut,” I tell her, before all of it burns away again and forces me to close my mouth.

Lily laughs and buries her face into her knees so I cannot see, “When I healed you a little, I examined your scars, Nat. All these scars now covering your body. They’re there to stay. I do not think anyone other than a specialized Absolute will be able to remove them. They feel like they’ve become part of you because of all these things happening at once.”

I glance at my hands coated in golden flames that burn them, and through the flames, I see the pale white scars across my forearm and the back of my hand. It’s not like my whole body is covered in them, but there are plenty. Some wounds heal without scars, and others do not.

There are scars on my back. Two long ones are on my chest. Two more crisscrossed over my shoulder. Another long one around my right forearm, almost like a ring circling its entire thickness. One even runs from the bottom of my left cheek and continues across my neck.

Interestingly, my pale left arm has none. There, every wound heals perfectly.

“Does it matter?” I ask Lily once I heal enough to speak again.

Still with her face buried in her knees, she says, “I guess not.”

 







 

Similar to the prior tournaments, the first day has no scheduled events, so people can simply meet and talk with each other. Most of all, Christoph uses the opportunity to introduce himself to the others from Earth´s tutorial.

Many people already know about him, and many more saw him defend the floating island or go to talk with our tournament opponents. I can only imagine how easy dealing with them must be for him, thanks to his [Empathy] or whatever similar skill he has. He’ll know all their worries and suspicions, and with almost a thousand years of experience dealing with people and life in general, it’ll be a simple matter for him to handle it without anyone noticing.

Maybe Izzy could pick up on something, but I doubt she’s strong enough. I also doubt Christoph wants anyone to know he’s an empath, so a part of me worries only for me to realize that that’s probably exactly what he’s been expecting. I worry for Izzy. I can imagine someone ruthless killing her to avoid the risk of being exposed by an empath. But he must know she’s part of my group. Hell, he probably understands better than I what I’d do if he touched her.

And for now, he seems to want to stay on good terms with me and Vic, so I really don’t think he’ll do it. But if I stood in his way, if I was too weak to finish what I started, then he doesn’t strike me as the type of person to hesitate.

He can talk all he wants about how he’s changed, but I’m sure there are still parts of Adrian from the tutorial a thousand years ago still festering inside him.

Another question hits me. What does he sense from Vic? I know my sister, and I love her deeply, but I also know she doesn’t experience much in the way of emotion, she’s probably limited to one or two at most.

Forced to stop those thoughts, I focus on my body, only to realize it’s getting worse, and the upgrade is starting to dig further and deeper. It feels like the beginning was just a soft touch, an examination and surface preparation, and now it’s pushing into the core.

The upgrade should take a few days, though I don’t know how many. I just know that when this is all done, my capabilities will be incomparable to anything I could’ve done before.

Freed for a moment after another spike of changes, I start reading the tournament notifications to keep myself busy while dealing with it all.

 



Events for the 3rd tournament of the Earth tutorial have been decided. They are as follows:

1st event - Stampede

2nd event - Bridge of Conquest

3rd event - Dungeon Challenge

4th event - Open Challenge Circuit

The first event will start in twenty two hours. More information will be shared soon.

 



One thing is clear. Only two hours have passed, though it feels like it’s been much longer.

Fuck.

(Okay, I finally did it. Damn, if it wasn’t a pain with the way it kept disconnecting. Nat, tell the twins to shut up. I need to focus and keep rebuilding the bridge because you decided to become mana radioactive. And Lily, are you sure you’re okay?) Sophie’s voice sounds in my mind the moment I let the communication attempt connect.

(I’m fine, Soph. I’m watching what this amount of mana is doing to my body, and working on simple defenses against it. It might be useful for the more mana sensitive people from Earth who’re going to work with attendees a lot,) Lily answers calmly.

(Are you going to sell it?) Dennis asks. (You could make a lot of money.)

Tess joins in. (I seriously doubt Lily will ever lack for money. But Nat, you all good?)

(It feels like my body’s going to break apart into a radioactive mess any second.)

(So your optimal state, where you’re at your most powerful… ouch, what the fuck, Min-Jae!) Dennis doesn’t finish his sentence properly.

(Are you okay with us talking, or do you need more room to concentrate?) Min-Jae asks.

Thinking of it for a moment, I shrug, though they likely don’t see it, as I can’t see them from here. (Lack of concentration isn’t the problem.)

(Will you be okay?) Min-Jae’s voice sounds slightly worried.

(As if something like this ever stopped me, I…)

I don’t get to finish my sentence as Sophie barges in. (Sure, sure, you guys can have your manly men conversation later. Did you go with the third variation?)

I snort. (Obviously, though, we made that one in case the healing aura didn’t prove effective against system-aligned damage, like the body upgrade, so I had to modify it a lot. Before you offer, I don’t need help; I’ve already been working on it since the start. I just need to make improvements faster than the progress of the body upgrade.)

(And Izzy calls me stubborn,) Sophie sighs. (Fucking weirdo.)

(I’ve heard worse. How does it look out there?)

This time, it is Tess answering. (As you would have expected. Samuel’s trying once again to build up an army, organization, or whatever he’s been calling it nowadays. Our First Beyonder on the other side is surprisingly casual about all of it. He shows off a little, slips into the background, talks to a person or two, and gradually, more and more people have been growing curious about him and trying to talk to him because he just seems so approachable. But who knows what his goal is in all of this?)

As I listen to it, I give it a thought of how I should react, what I should say. Anything I do might hint at a thing or two, so I’d rather decide to say as little as possible.

Aaron thankfully helps with that. (Some of the Hell difficulty groups have lost people, including Whitewing. Brainiac’s worried about Gareth, who’s been taking everything on himself because he couldn’t protect them. And after the first attack, the other planet just went silent. Christoph said they were just playfully testing us, and they won’t do it again.)

(He must have spanked them real hard. We have this tournament in the bag.) I can almost hear a grin in Dennis’s voice. (Imagine how the third tournaments must look when both sides are equal. I bet people sneak in to kill specific people so they’ll have a better chance during the events.)

(It’s still possible it’s going to come to that later.) Tess rejoins and addresses me again. (Our opponents are thylarin. I haven’t seen anyone I’d recognize from the descriptions as particularly powerful A ranks, and I don’t think they have any S ranks.)

(Tess,) I say, (please don’t tell me you bought information on powerful A ranks in Beyond and memorized as many as you could.)

(I did, but as I said, only the most notable ones. Of course, even though I didn’t see any such thylarin among them, that doesn’t mean they don’t have any or that they don’t have any powerful people who just didn’t go to Beyond, so we will keep our guard up. From our previous experience, it’s safe to say there will be events where we will end up facing each other.)

(Won’t it start with an event where we fight off hordes of monsters, then large-scale battles, before moving on to more individualized ones? The previous tournaments went like that.) Min-Jae muses.

(It might…) Tess doesn’t get to finish when the conversation cuts off after yet another spike of changes done to my body.

I don’t allow another attempt to connect and instead turn my attention back to my body fully.

“They’re asking if you are okay,” Lily says from where she sits.

“Yup, I’m okay,” I say.

She doesn’t react to it at all, so I turn to look her way out of curiosity.

“Liar, liar, pants on fire,” Lily sings quietly, staring at me.

“Well, the part about pants on fire is suspiciously accurate right now,” I say back.

“Nose as long as a telephone wire,” she finishes quietly.

 







 

Just before the start of the 1st event, I get a notification.

 



The 1st event - Stampede will start soon!

In one hour, everyone will be transferred to the event area, both planets and all difficulties grouped together. The location of the event will be randomly chosen from the system database.

Your planet will compete against your opponent´s planet. The winning side will receive boosted rewards, which will also raise the individual rewards allotted to the participants.

The 1st event will take place over the course of the next 12 hours, and the individual contenders will be rewarded according to their performance.

During the Stampede, more and more powerful waves of monsters will come through the portal to face you.

 



Your objective is to collect more points than your opponents.

You can collect points in two ways:

1st - Killing monsters

2nd - Sabotaging your opponents



The longer you endure the stampede, the better the rewards.

 



Reading it, I come up with a range of strategies right away. It’s obvious you don’t necessarily want to sabotage your opponent too much, so both of you can endure the stampede for as long as possible for the best rewards. Though you still want to sabotage them for more points, creating a need to strike a balance between the two.

I almost suspect that in the last minutes of the 12th hour, the monsters will become increasingly powerful. I wouldn’t be surprised if it was the same as with the Witherclaw, where in the last seconds, he became comparable to an Absolute.

For the rest of that hour, I do my best. I prepare an array that would allow me to halt my mana as much as possible. Even going so far as to prepare to move away from the others.

I should still be able to do enough for some decent rewards. In my opinion, my state isn’t that bad enough not to try. Actually, I’ve gotten used to it, so it doesn’t even hurt that much anymore. It’ll be a mess, but that’s only to be expected.

So impatiently I watch the timer, and when the invitation comes, I press yes to accept.

I feel myself moved into the event the same as everyone else, and find myself on a far stretching flat plain with dust rising into the air and ruins of large structures all over the place.

When I’m about to take a step, I feel a pull and find myself outside. Back alone in the common area, where the barrier around me starts blinking off as its only power source is a few mana batteries quickly filled and set to power the structure.

A notification pops up.

 



You have been flagged as dead, healed, and removed from the event.

Good luck next time!

 



My healed body starts gathering damage once more.

I slide and sit on the ground, where I clench and open my fists. Then I look up, towards the huge screen that appeared in the common area, and start watching the event.

A second later, Lily appears in the area with me.

I stare at her, she stares at me. Then she sits down and pulls her knees up to her chest.

“Wounding yourself enough to get kicked out of the event just to sit here with my sorry ass is exactly the sort of abnormal behaviour I’d expect from group 4,” I note.

Looking at me intently, she says, “You would’ve done the same.”

“I wouldn’t.”

Lily just laughs and falls quiet.

Annoyed for some reason, I lean back from my sitting position and end up lying on the ground as I stare at the top of the barrier while an array of energies explode around me.

“I’m bored, tell me about something,” I say.

“Sure.” Her voice picks up with excitement. “Want to hear about how Grumpy once saved me from the neighbors’ scary dog?”

“I don’t mind.”

She then gets to talking, and even with just a small part of my available mind, I listen to her.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Have a nice weekend!

 

The law required Discord and Patreon plugs:

Patreon (45 chapters ahead) - https://www.patreon.com/cerim

Discord - https://discord.com/invite/s5ARCv7kfG



                



Chapter 746 - Stampede


                The location of the first event is huge. Set on an entirely flat plane, covered with ruins, stretching as far as I can see from the screen. These ruins aren’t the remains of buildings, but of some other sort of gigantic structures. Some resemble pillars, others are broken arches, or, most strangely, an enormous cube that’s been broken apart.

Both the Earthlings and our opponents are spread all over. They’re not separated, there are humans mixed in with the tall, blue, multi-armed thylarin from a planet I’ve come to learn is called Nythis.

There are multiple smaller fights, and as a result, a few more people reappear in the common area, but they turn out to be the exception. Most of the participants simply try to separate and move to join their respective race.

I notice a group of thylarin elites, clearly from their round of Hell difficulty. A few of them have six arms instead of four, and they act with confidence as they organize their forces, though they don’t seem to care about anybody from the lower difficulties.

Earth is a bit different. Although plenty of people from Easy difficulty and some from Normal have already cleared their 13th floor, there are still plenty of them here. As before, it’s Samuel and his people going around and trying to organize them, and I would swear I saw an amused expression on Christoph’s face when he glanced over at it.

Christoph then turns away and, with a long leap, lands near Victoria in the distance to tell her something. My sister listens for a while before nodding and gesturing at Gloria, with whom Christoph starts talking while Victoria moves through the area to find Tess. They talk for a while before they split again.

It’s very likely that there’ll be a short time for preparation before the Stampede starts, and I turn out to be correct. The event doesn’t start properly until about thirty minutes later, once both sides are organized. Everyone inside seems to sense it, and many thousands of heads turn in the same direction, tensing up as it begins.

A swirl of air appears, kicking up a dense cloud of dust that blurs the environment. At its center, a pale blue color emerges and rapidly expands, growing into what seems to be a perfect circle suspended in the air. Its edges sweep outwards, intersecting the gigantic structures nearby and cutting cleanly through them, causing some to immediately collapse.

The edges of the mile wide circle snap shut, sending a ripple through. That circle fills with what looks to be liquid mercury that explodes forward like a geyser before pulling back, leaving the surface eerily calm and almost reflective.

The surface breaks a moment later as a head pushes through and falls toward the ground with a screech, unprepared for the portal’s position high in the air. That beast, monster, lands with a thump before it erratically leaps into a standing position and starts looking around. When it detects the tens of thousands of people in the distance, it lets out a deep, loud noise, roaring in that direction.

It looks like a massive mutated bull the size of a car with a body that hangs low between six thick legs. The front set is the shortest, causing the whole thing to lean forward as if it were constantly prepared to charge. Its head is broad and flat with a long, cracked horn growing straight from the forehead. On its back is a row of uneven bony plates that look as if they’ve been smashed and healed many times.

For a while, it’s amusing to watch the panicking reactions of the people from the Easy and Normal difficulties. Though I still think they could easily take it down if a few of them worked together.

The beast then dies, its head pierced by an arrow launched from a bow that seems almost twice as long as I am tall, held by one of the six-armed thylarin. He raises the bow high into the air and screams while one of his arms moves, with deep yellow mana shining at the tip of his finger as he draws lines across his face.

I find Christoph, who so far has remained seated off to the side to observe, not seeming to want to participate so early.

Two more ripples roll through the mercury-like portal high in the air, and two more similar beasts fall to the ground, at which point they stand up and roar. These ones quickly sprinting in the direction of the groups of people.

As they run, the ground cracks under their feet, and some weird sort of vibrations spread through the air around them, combining and bouncing off of each other.

They get killed, and more of them continue to fall from the portal.

 







 

It goes on like that for an hour until the gradual drops turn into a constant waterfall of beasts. Where at the start, Easy and Normal difficulty dealt with the beasts with a bit of help from Hard difficulty, now the members of Hard difficulty are having to step in more and more.

Many of the non-combatants use this period for their preparation, and at the edge of the screen, I notice Christoph talking to Min-Jae, who laughs at some sort of joke the man must have told.

It takes five more hours until the sixth hour begins, and Hell difficulty starts stepping in. The monsters are still similar in strength to the first one, but now they number in the thousands.

Once in a while, a similar beast, but twice as big as the others, appears, causing them to follow it. The effect of their stampede is now more noticeable, it causes a weak area of disrupted mana. The more of them that run together, the more vibrations they create. These vibrations bounce off and feed into each other, forming a field in front of them and around them. This field deflects some weaker attacks and weakens any mana-based attacks it encounters.

 







 

Two hours later, Normal and Easy difficulty aren’t doing any damage at all. The beasts are stronger now, and variants twice the size of the others are appearing fairly often now, and sometimes building-sized ones accompany them, taking on the role of leader. The beasts continue to run suicidally towards any group of people, not so much as hesitating under the barrage of attacks.

So, Easy and Normal difficulty people just move around awkwardly, throwing projectiles that do nothing, and watching Hard and Hell difficulty, who have now gone into full throttle.

There is around a four to five mile distance between most of the people and the portal, so it’s almost dazzling to see all these bombardment attacks and projectiles being fired off. This event seems to be really fitting for people with such capabilities. Min-Jae, for example, does a good job, proving himself able to kill even the building-sized beasts with accurate, large scale projectiles and killing the weaker ones by the dozens with his metal orb. Meanwhile, I don’t think Tacita has much to gain here.

However, without participating, I’m just unable to make myself excited enough to pay too much attention. Sure, I watch the people fight, there are some fun things going on, and information to be gathered. Tacita goes into subterfuge and kills a few thylarin instead, something the twins seem to have decided to focus on as well. Savant does whatever Savant does, Jean charges the monsters, swinging his arms, and each punch obliterates huge groups in explosions of pure strength.

Then there’s Tess killing some of the more powerful beasts even as they fall out of the portal, or Maya forming a huge suit of armor around her and swinging a massive claymore. I spot Giga-Noodle with flames around his body, and Izzy’s small figure shooting off some dangerous flames of her own, along with thousands of monsters just turning around and charging at their own.

Sophie also makes herself noticeable, taking over hundreds of beasts and turning them against the new waves coming through the portal.

For the first few hours, it’s a massacre, and there are too many people to watch them all. But gradually, the frontline gets stomped, and the attacks wane in strength against the ever stronger stampede, and an infinite waterfall of monsters continues to pour from the portal in the sky.

People from Hell difficulty start dying, at first it’s the tanks like Gareth in the frontlines, followed by the people behind them. Building-sized beasts are becoming common and much more durable.

Flying skills fail under the influence of the stampede, and people plummet from the sky as they try to escape. Camouflage skills flicker and deactivate, and huge explosions are now causing barely any damage to the beasts.

In the final hour, only Christoph remains, and he finally starts acting. The transparent red torso floating behind him grows in size. In one of its hands, it holds a huge staff which it uses to draw in the air. Inscriptions hang there, expanding into circles that cover the area. Pouring out from them, attacks begin to rain down.

Finger-thin streams of compressed mana that cut through even the most powerful monsters, the huge palms of its hands slamming towards the ground and smashing entire groups of monsters, or weird projectiles shaped into rings that slowly fall to the ground, where they explode and expand in size with an audible thump, cutting through everything in their way.

Monsters can’t even get close to Christoph, who obliterates them in the thousands with his constant attacks.

He does the same when the Champion-grade beast appears five minutes before the end of the 12th hour. This fight takes longer, causing the “camera” to zoom out miles and miles into the air to show the sheer scale of the clash.

Massive circles are being drawn by the increasingly large and darker red figure, while the six-legged bull-like monster causes volcano-like explosions with each step, attacking with flames from these eruptions surrounding it as a mantle.

At some point, the scale becomes so ridiculous that I decide to turn my attention to Lily and observe her reactions as she stares with wide-open eyes, and only let a part of me watch the fight to gather the information.

I’m pretty sure Adrian is just playing around and that he’s more than capable of facing a Champion grade monster. I also think it’s possible he means to wait a bit longer and face an Absolute grade one. Though I’m not sure how much he will choose to show off or whether he’d even be capable of that right now. I’m also not sure if doing so would make the people of Earth more suspicious, which seems like something he does not want.

But I think that if he “only” defeats the Champion grade monster, the tournament will still end with him as the winner, even if he decides not to take part in the rest of the events. What he mainly wants is to leave an impression, to erase whatever people believed about who’s the strongest in Earth’s tutorial, and to secure his position on Earth.

Seeing the expressions of fear and sheer awe on the people in the common area, I have no doubt he will succeed in that.

Out of boredom, and for some silly reason, and love for lame humor, I whisper while looking at Lily, “Meow.”

Her head snaps toward me that very moment with such speed I worry she might have broken her neck, “What did you say?”

“Nothing,” I answer simply. “There is something I want to try. Do you think you can heal my body for the next 12 hours while I work on it? My attention might end up slipping a little, and cause me to accumulate more damage.”

“Maybe. But you’re going to have to make the twins stop calling me a ‘Ruler of Lust Candidate’.”

“If I do that, they will just start calling you something more annoying to get revenge. But I can tell you a few of the more interesting things they’ve been talking about, so you can blackmail them.”

“Deal.”

I nod and gesture at her to come closer. Even if I can’t get first, there is no way I’m not getting second place in this tournament. And maybe I can use that fraudulent alien to get something else as well.

 







 

POV - Angar Fidomar the Second

There are only minutes remaining before the second event starts, and flying in the air, I stare toward that second island where the planet Earth is. That monstrous man is nowhere to be seen, but I know he’s over there somewhere. What is he even? He can’t be from the tutorial, no matter what he says. Did a Handler sneak their way in? If so, I hope they’re put to death.

Two of my arms move, and I fix my upper arcane bow on my back. Oh, how much I wish he weren’t here. How much I want to notch an arrow and shoot it at the members of that despicable, two-armed, pathetic race. The first of my arrows would find that blonde woman with the lightning crown who keeps watching me in a way that tells me she has the same great sight as me.

How dare she think she amounts to anything? If that man wasn’t here…

I look away from her and toward that barrier they’ve been holding in the middle, inside of which constant waves of mana and golden flames have been moving. There, these two utterly unhinged maniacal specimens sit. For some reason, their bodies keep getting damaged and healed while they talk. I look further and try to read words from the man’s lips, but barely anything I catch makes any sense.

Instead, I land back in the common area, and Easy and Normal difficulty trash run out of my way as I walk over toward my group to wait for the event to start.

The notifications appear in the air, and I press “Yes” as with the event before.

Thousands of thylarin appear all around me on the edge of the white stone cliff, whose base I can’t see, even with my eyes. From the bottom, spikes of green lashes of energy keep shooting out, cutting through anything over it. There is just a single place that seems to be unaffected by them, a bridge connecting us to the participants from Earth, just as the previous system message said.

The humans are on a similar cliff to ours, just far in the distance. There’s nothing else connecting us and them other than a bridge just barely wide enough for 50 thylarin to walk side-by-side. It connects both sides without any structure, just a perfectly straight line of white material that endures the dangerous green lashes of energy.

Before I get to shout at the others to prepare, I look toward the bridge from where I sense an incredible burst of mana.

“Get ready!” I shout and notch one of my arrows, only to shoot it toward the figure.

I miss as he takes a step and moves in a way only a kinetic energy user can, and my arrow bends and trails him, only for it to blink out and disappear, void of any mana.

Now, through the mist covering the bridge, I clearly see that man. The same unhinged lunatic who was sitting inside that barrier. Something floats over his head, a pale blue ring. Just as our attacks reach him, the ring turns black, causing most of the attacks to disappear. Only primordial energies endure, exploding all around him but not damaging the bridge in the slightest.

I notch another arrow when I see a thin line of mana stretch into the air, invisible to most of the others, but not to my eyes. I reach to snap it, but it endures my attempt, and after a quick teleport, that man appears next to me, even through my group’s attempts at disruption. He doesn’t even attack me, only to teleport again and appear far in the middle of our group, where people start attacking him despite his elusive movement and mana disruption.

Barely any attacks hit him, but he already seems like he’s about to fall apart, bleeding and breaking all over the place. Another ten of my arrows disappear, pulled away by that spinning black ring over his head, and I watch the mana itself from people around get pulled into it.

“Trash,” I mutter, and, annoyed, I reach deeper into my reserves and let the tattoos of my trait cover my body.

Then, that pathetic human starts channeling mana in preparation for a powerful attack.

It almost makes me laugh. This has been amusing so far, but… in half a second, he channels an amount of mana that makes me stare in shock.

What?

Many of the others take notice and scream in panic. Now, much more powerful attacks rain down on him, with no concern for the lives of the thylarin in the area. Multiple Hell difficulty melee attackers rush him, but it feels like it might be too late. My most powerful arrow shoots at him, but it blinks out and just pierces through his chest, void of any mana.

I magnify my view, watching his face, now fully reading from his lips.

“Fuck this fucking fuck body fucking upgrade, fuck this event, fuck that pompous fraud fuck, fuck the system…fuck me too…fuck.”

The black ring over his head dissolves, and all the mana it’s trapped seeping into the area for him to grab and channel as well.

I feel an urge to vomit at the sheer amount of it. So much, so quickly.

Instead of trying to stop it, I run toward the bridge to put more distance between us as a cube appears over his palm, light blue, dark blue, purple, white, and golden colors bouncing around inside, and the air wavering around him.

The initial shockwave throws me to the ground, sending me rolling, and as I turn in the air, I see the core of the explosion heading my way. It pushes me even as I fight back, it disrupts some of the mana I’m trying to use, and throws me off the cliff, at which point one of the green lashes cuts through me.

 



You have been flagged as dead, healed, and removed from the event.

Good luck next time!

 



I appear in the common area, surrounded by hundreds of thylarin, and as I stand here, hundreds, thousands more start appearing all over the place.

            


Chapter 747 - Others you should be wary of


                POV Lily Chen

When Nathaniel returns to the common area, he immediately sits down.

At first, nothing happens, he simply sits there, dealing with his body upgrade. But after a few seconds, his shoulders begin to shake. A moment later, he coughs, and a bit of blood sprays onto the ground in front of him.

I don’t step in, but I worry that he may have injured himself too much again and that he’s writhing in pain. That thought disappears when I realize what’s actually happening.

Nathaniel starts laughing, his shoulders rising with the effort. He laughs loudly and openly, which only causes him to cough up more blood, staining his lips and chin. None of this stops him in the least. His laughter only grows louder and louder. And for a while, it seems like mana and thermal energy are exploding around him in sync.

He is laughing just like a child who pulled off a trick he’s especially proud of.

The whole time he’s laughing, he curses at the System, himself, the tournament, some random cowardly thylarin with a bow, Savant, and for some reason, the Ruler of Diligence for something that seems to have happened in the Armory and by the end of it he even wishes for Elydor to be resurrected, just so he can kill him again.

When his crashout finally stops, he turns to look at me with that bright smile still on his face. None of his complaints have taken even a speck of happiness out of it. Even as he is now, one second of lost concentration away from death, he looks more lively than ever before.

Seeing that I look at him in surprise, his smile only widens.

Any words I might have said get stuck in my throat as I watch that smile. As it slowly disappears, and he returns to his usual expression, I feel a great loss.

Just how could things have been if his childhood hadn’t been the way it was.

 







 

POV Nathaniel

The rest of the second event continues even without me, and both sides fight for control of the bridge. Yet, it quickly becomes super easy for Earth to win. There’s no buildup of defenses or the like, they just rush over the bridge while dealing with deadly green lashes, toxic mist, and the bridge’s mana disrupting material. Then they clash against the thylarin, who are missing a good chunk of their number because of the unexpected explosion that went off in their midst.

Christoph doesn’t participate in the event at all and just sits the whole thing out, which allows the rest of the Hell difficulty groups to do their own thing.

I honestly think Earth would stomp the thylarin planet of Nythis even without me or Christoph. Earth’s talent pool is something truly incredible, even with the advantages some of the more “powerful” races should have. Earth has nothing like the Demon hearts, the Wyvern bloodlines of the vyssari, the integrated mana storage of the lumorans, the high strength and durability of the velnar, or the flying ability of feylith, and the talent they have for mental skills.

Yes, humans just keep chugging along and, through sheer spite and indomitable will, manage to contest all these races. Like cockroaches that do not have these advantages and instead have to come up with all these fucked up ways to stay in the race.

If you think about it, wasn’t that what it was like for humans pre-tutorial as well? Every child in school, every adult at work, every greedy CEO, and everyone did everything they could to come up with a way to game the system and make things easier for themselves or gain an advantage.

I love that cockroach-like spirit. Go, humans, go.

Oh damn, my good mood is showing, isn’t it? Though it lasted only a minute or so, I was able to function almost normally for that time, leaving a nice gift for those “blueies.”

Of course, now I’m suffering for it, but it was worth it. That short burst gained me 1st spot in the second event, and I already moved my rewards towards the end of the tournament.

Too bad for the assholes who counted me out or the people in the common area spreading rumors about how I’m washed up or fell off, or whatever Dennis said they’ve been saying. Also, fuck Samuel, who once again seems like he wants to lock me up somewhere and have Biscuit eat the key.

“Lily, participate in the 3rd event,” I tell her.

She’s sitting far enough away to avoid a constant stream of damage, where her durable body can endure the effects of my energies, but close enough to keep an eye on me.

“Are you sure?” she asks.

I confirm, “Yes, I’ve already made some modifications and developed a few specialized subminds to help me. I also have a new plan.”

“Sophie would be scared of anything that could be called a ‘new plan’ coming from you.”

“Yes, but it’ll be better this way, and it just requires a few modifications. I got a little inspired by our First Beyonder. If you think about it, doesn’t that make me the best thief? I am starting to lose count of how many of my best ideas have come from watching you guys, or some random monster, or the people I fight along the way. Anyway, please don’t tell Sophie.”

“I won’t.”

“Thank you.”

“No problem, Nat.”

“No, Lily, I mean it. Really, thank you. Like a true thank you, not just a word you throw in to be polite. Thank. You.”

“Sure,” she smiles at me. “I guess you owe me at least that much for everything I’ve done if you weren’t entirely shameless. If you think of it, I gave up on two events and what would probably have been some very good rewards. While you get your improved upgrade, new plan, whatever that is, and even get to participate in the events.”

“If you’re going to put it like that, I feel sorry for you.”

“You should.”

“Okay, so what do you want? You know me, I’m not going to come up with anything good by myself.”

“You know very well what I want, but it would be pathetic to force it out of you this way. I remind you, I can be very patient, after all, I even managed to make Grumpy like me. But… for now, I’ll just keep your gratitude to myself and make use of it later.”

I squint my eyes and ignore the goosebumps that statement causes. “I am not a cat, I feel the need to remind you of that, but okay, I guess,” I say in the end.

“Okay,” she says in turn, ending the conversation.

 







 

Unfortunately, it seems like Tent Creep will not be returning this tournament. I’m sure people are going to miss him and his great items as well. Yet, I cannot find it in myself to be too disappointed. I don’t think I’d be able to make all too many shards, and even if I didn’t have my body upgrade to deal with, I don’t think it would be the best use of my free time.

Another thing I might miss out on is meeting some of the other people here. Damn, I almost sound like an extroverted lunatic here. But in this case, I actually mean it a little, there are some things I want people to pass on to Channeler outside, messages, items, and such. Then there’s also, for example, Miwa, who could’ve shown me some of her blacksmithing. Now, with improved knowledge, I would like to look over her left arm again, that pink robotic one made by Champion Keiron.

I’m sure I’ll be able to modify my subminds enough to handle the body upgrade to the point that I should still get a few minutes of free time. Even if the difficulty does keep increasing, I’m cocky enough to think I can improve faster, though. I’ll use these minutes to make weapons out of my Manabloc. At this point, they should be capable of lasting over ten years if I focus on it and still be extremely durable and sharp, shields, projectiles, and simpler suits of armor. I can make a lot of things like that.

Then there’s the Manatex, clothes I can make out of woven threads of mana. The same as the weapons, they can be made to stay stable for years, and the thread is more durable than some of the upper-rare armor I’ve examined.

As of late, I’ve even started making multiple threads, and experimenting with the stitching, and the like, to make Manatex better. So it feels softer, stretches a little, making it less bulky, and light enough to let air through. That sort of thing.

The only disadvantage is the color. All Manatex is pale blue, sometimes darker blue if I increase the density of the threads. One day, I might even be able to make them out of Ley Lines, but not anytime soon. Though tricolored Manatex would be nice.

Not long ago, Maya asked me to make chainmail out of Manatex mixed with Manabloc, where the outer layer was rings made of Manabloc, with softer threads of Manatex connected to it underneath.

It took me a long time, and she looked over my shoulder the entire time, but the result was really cool. If I can get items like these to Channeler, it’ll really help him a lot, and I truly do trust the guy, he knows what he’s doing.

I know the others are doing similar things, especially Lily, with her disintegration orbs trapped in boxes made from her bones, weapons crafted from her bones, and even armor grown from her bones.

There is a clear line of thought to follow here.

What excites others the most are the healing marks she’s decided to place on a few different people. She’s even started working on transferable ones, or ways they could work without being modified for each person. Perhaps allowing her to tie them to an item, like a piece of her bone, if we follow her line of thought.

Though there is always a risk with these marks and the way they heal. The ones I get are probably the most advanced ones because she created them by experimenting on me, and we’ve gone through a lot of variations.

Once the barrier flickers, it brings me back to the present, and I watch the flickering red light around Christoph die off as he walks closer to stop beside Lily.

He apologizes to her for sending her away before and then asks if she could leave to let the two of us speak.

Lily looks at me, to which I nod, and she leaves the two of us alone. Once she is gone, that red barrier surrounds us, and Christoph looks at me with a question.

I shrug, which causes him to smile, and two red arms reach out from him to touch my shoulders, after which the mana raging inside me calms to the point it feels like closing a window and cutting off the sound of a blizzard outside entirely.

“I want to congratulate you on your performance during the second event. I expected something like that, but it was great to watch anyway. I would like to offer you advice, or even to take you as a disciple, but I know how you would feel about that,” he says.

He says it even though he knows the emotions it will make me feel, and seems to be doing it for the sole purpose of watching my reaction with amusement. I don’t feel any cruelty in the act or like I’m being looked down upon, just as he said before… he’s someone older and more experienced, taking an opportunity to poke some fun at the younger generation and the mistakes they’ve made.

In a way, I suspect he does it all with a distinct purpose, even showing me parts of him he knows I’ll dislike. It’s like he wants to be honest with me and show me as much of the real him as he thinks will work in his favor. The same as me, he knows no one is perfect, and he likely knows I prefer it that way.

He just needs to look at Group 4. There are many things I dislike about most of the members, and the same goes for them, and yet… it works out somehow.

However, this sort of behavior from him still irks me, but he clearly knows that as well.

“Thanks for the congratulations, and you’re right. So what do you want this time?” I ask.

Christoph seems to give it a thought before he says, “When you return to the Beyond, try asking your Handler, Lady Greed, who Lioren’s Handler was back then. Also, ask her how long she’s known about me and who it was that connected me with the Warden of the Parallax Eyes, when I sought to gain The Chronometric Formula of Planetary System Awakening.”

He offers a weak smile. “You should realize that even if you don’t trust me, there are others you should be wary of, others like me.”

“You seem to have had a lot of help. Are you sure you were a powerful Absolute?” I ask instead, watching to see if my words have the desired effect.

They do not. Christoph only smiles wider, looking at me in a way that makes it obvious he knows exactly what I’m trying to do.

“You know,” he says, “My Handler’s told me about your ‘master’ and everything she’s done so far, as well as where she is at the moment. It’s obvious you are comparing me to her. It’s even expected of you to look down on me. In the end, in your eyes and your feelings, I seem to have given up, do I not? I chose the easy way to start over, blaming all my failures on an earlier version of me rather than my lack of skill and effort. And now, three years into the tutorial, I finally kill a Champion with all the advantages I had, while her imitation has already defeated the Ruler of Envy. With all that in mind, I’m nothing, am I not? Just a failure.”

“But?”

“But, ask your Handler. She’ll tell you more. You might understand my abilities a bit more then,” his head turns towards the sky, looking to a very specific spot. “She won’t break any rules or agreements by sharing that information if I’m the one allowing it, but please, Lady Greed, don’t share too much. I deserve some privacy as well.”

No matter how long I look at that same spot, unlike him, I can’t see anything at all.

            


Chapter 748 - How do you become an Absolute?


                During my wait for the next event, I find myself being interrupted by a bus-sized, pitch-black wolf with not a single hair of a different color. Only his eyes are different, giving off a golden shine of deep intelligence. I get a feeling from him, not unlike Biscuit, but much weaker, even now.

Biscuit’s disciple appears in the common area the same way many other disciples do, as people summon them with rewards they achieved from the previous events.

There is obvious screaming and all that stuff, but most of the people seem to remember him quickly enough. Not that he cares, they still scream and rush out of his way. Some pull out cameras, and a drone even starts circling above him.

Ignoring it all, he heads towards the barrier and sniffs at it a few times before snorting and taking a bite out of it. He then pulls his head back, tearing a hole in it. At which point, the black wolf proceeds to walk inside while chewing the piece of the barrier he’s torn free. That mana behaves very differently from how it should. It should just disrupt, turn into particles, or be devoured by him. Yet, it somehow seems to be turned into food.

Atop the black wolf’s head sits a tiny figure: Biscuit in all his glory.

(Pathetic Human and member of my master’s pack, I see you haven’t changed at all!) As he talks, his voice remains the same as before, sounding like that of a young boy.

He doesn’t get to say more, as on top of his head, Biscuit starts bouncing on his front paws and scratching the head of his disciple.

(I apologize, master! But I don’t think I was being rude at all! And you must see it as well! What kind of lunatic would… Master, please… I did… It’s all that humans’ fault… Oh, I’ve heard about such food… I’m not hiding anything… Maybe we could… I can’t fly, I told you already, please stop showing off… You are great, master, yes… One hundred ninety eight… Huh? Like this? I require sustenance… Thank you, but I need no vest…)

The conversation turns away from me, and Lily and I exchange glances. She smiles, taking a step closer and sitting down to rest her back against one of the wolf’s paws.

He turns his huge head towards her, mouth slightly open in a show of sharp teeth and a lip lifted in a threatening manner, but he doesn’t do anything else.

(Yes, master, I promise to tell you if I see any deer!) He finishes his conversation before turning back to me, (Human from my master’s pack, I wish to see your disciple, that smelly young half-demon, so I can laugh at her once more and have revenge for the way she treated me before.)

“Minions do not smell. If they ever do, they get tossed into a volcano. I doubt she will join us this time, unfortunately,” I say.

(How barbaric and unfortunate,) He truly seems a bit disappointed, but gets over it quickly. (I have decided not to call you an asshole anymore, so I hope you appreciate that. I have also become much more powerful since the last time we met, and while I had hoped to compare our skills this time, I can see that it would not be honourable to challenge someone in your state. Are you sure you’re not a demon?)

For a short moment, the wolf pushes through all the mana and thermal energy around me, while primordial energy similar to Biscuit’s surrounds him. It makes him feel like he is just a two dimensional shape of a wolf that is pitch black to the point that it almost seems to devour light itself. There are just two golden eyes shining where his head should be, like he isn’t even real, just a nothingness wearing his shape.

His eyes get close to me, and his big nose sniffs a few times before he pulls back. That eerie feeling surrounding him pulls back as well as he moves further back and sits down. Lily, using the opportunity, once again comes closer and sits down, resting her back against his side while he ignores her.

“Why do you ask that?” I ask him.

(You feel like a demon, more so than some of the actual ones I’ve met. You carry the subclass of their Father very well.)

I blink a few times, almost forgetting about the body upgrade and everything else, “Tell me more.”

The black wolf’s teeth show in a big smile, and a rumble sounds as he lets out a noise that sounds like a laugh. (Ha! Wouldn’t you like to know? This is something I have heard from the Elders of my pack, you will have to…)

“Biscuit,” I say simply.

The black wolf whimpers as Biscuit, atop his head, bites into his fur there and tugs on it a few times. He then whimpers again, and a novels-long conversation is exchanged between the two of them before those golden eyes turn back to me.

(Treacherous human, I shall remember this betrayal!) He calls in that young voice, (This time I will share that information with you because of my great master. You will have to supply him with all the food he wishes and many… many pets. You also have to carry him around a lot.)

It is obvious where these requirements must have come from, and I look up at Biscuit, who shyly hides himself in the black fur.

“Deal,” I say, and listen up the same as Lily, who also seems more curious.

(The Father of all Demons is one of the titles of the Ruler of Pride. A long time ago, he and the Ruler of Kindness were studying Mana Hearts together, and while they were doing that, they discovered a way to connect hearts to energies that had existed even before the system.)

“Why? How?” I interrupt him.

(How would I know, human? The Ruler of Pride and the Ruler of Kindness are close to what many would consider to be true gods, so who am I to know their thoughts? Just know they successfully created a trait called Demon Heart for those who became the 100 Progenitor Demons. These demons were then moved to distant planets of the universe where the system had yet to awaken, allowing them to multiply and grow for thousands and thousands of years before the system reached them. During that time, the Ruler of Pride continued to move them across many different planets, spreading demons through the distant edges of the universe.)

“Is Pride a human?” I ask.

(Yes, he is.)

“Did he and Kindness create more races?”

(Yes, I don’t know much more, but many of the current races are the result of his and the Ruler of Kindness’s acts.)

“But why?”

(Human, you are annoying, you surely must know that! No one knows. Rumour is that he’s been building an army against a danger outside our universe. Some say he was bored. Others say he did because he just could. Many more say he did it, hoping to create a stronger species, so that in the future someone would finally be born who could challenge him.)

His words lose some of their edge as Lily buries her face into his black fur with an expression that shows just how much she likes the feeling.

That causes the wolf to finally snap, (ENOUGH! You animal!) he barks and twists to bite into her shoulder and fling his head to send her rolling across the ground.

After coming to a stop, Lily stands up, neither wounded nor scratched. Though there are a few bruises on her neck and arm from where the black wolf bit. I can’t tell if it’s because Wolfy held back or if the petite maniac is just that durable.

(My bloodline is that of an ancient wolf who used to devour entire planets. I will not let myself be bullied!) As he growls, Biscuit doesn’t try to calm him down this time and continues to lie atop his head.

Lily and the wolf then exchange a conversation, with Lily apologizing multiple times while the wolf uses the opportunity to continue to brag about his bloodline.

When they finally stop, I ask again, “I’ve been wanting to ask for a while, but how does one become an Absolute?”

It is Lily who answers instead, “Nat? You surely must be joking. Tess already found out months ago and…”

“Shhh,” I interrupt her, “I want to hear it from Biscuit’s disciple.”

It gets me a snort, and I watch that massive body sit down and then lay his head on his crossed front paws. Those eyes, each bigger than my head, look at me with that intelligent light in them.

Out of nowhere, Biscuit rolls off his head across the wolf’s nose and slides down to bump off the ground with a short squeak. The corgi then stands up and shakes off the dust from his body before floating into the air and booping that enormous black nose a few times with his front paw.

The entire time, the black wolf watches him lovingly, and Biscuit then floats closer, where he nestles between the wolf’s front paws and under his nose that blows into Biscuit’s fur as the wolf breathes.

(Human, we have wolves like you in our pack. The Deep-Scarred One, The Two Tailed One, The One Who Flies In Darkness. They are all very powerful, but also… lacking in the intelligence department. It’s not their fault either, they were just born that way, the same as you.)

“Okay,” I nod.

(I could see it the day we met for the first time. Those two tiny sparks behind your eyes, trying to spark thought to life yet failing so often.)

“Okay.”

(But The Deep-Scarred One, The Two Tailed One, and The One Who Flies In Darkness enjoy the thrill of battle, human, though sometimes I wonder if they just don’t care. Perhaps they’re intelligent the same way we are, that they may just prefer to let others think and like to be pointed towards the battle where they can put their bodies to use in the protection of our pack. You might be similar.)

“Okay.”

(Yes, something about your expression still irritates me, but I can’t find out what. I don’t have much experience with humans, so I haven’t learned to read your expressions well! Maybe it’s your eyes. They tend to be extremely disturbing at times and very arrogant. But Master has said you can’t be that bad because you feed him the best food in existence, so I have to believe what he says.)

“Yeah. The Absolute thing I asked about.”

(Oh, I almost forgot! Human, it is the same in the entire universe. For you to hold a title of an Absolute, you need to hold ownership over a Sovereign Spark. Most planets have one, and even some moons have one. For worlds that have just awakened, you need to clear their World Dungeon deep in the center of that world and bond yourself with that Sovereign Spark.)

“I see, and if you kill an Absolute?”

(Then you can take over the Sovereign Spark and cause a Pairing between your planets if you happen to be an Absolute as well, or you can just leave it be for some other Native to claim.)

“So you don’t need to clear the World Dungeon again?”

(You do, dumb human! The moment the first Absolute clears the World Dungeon, it starts to return to its previous power and then grows stronger with the Absolute and the planet. Once that Absolute dies, the dungeon is more dangerous than it was before, requiring a more powerful person to reach the Sovereign Spark. Some planets’ world dungeons are so dangerous that they never get a new Absolute once their original Absolute dies. There are legends of Rulers dying in the World Dungeons of the oldest, most powerful worlds!)

This becomes an interesting thought. I have heard some of the things the wolf is telling me, but some are new even to me, and judging from Lily’s expression, even to her.

“What if your planet already has an Absolute and you want to become an Absolute as well? Let’s say as a Champion that doesn’t want to stay on their world anymore.”

The black wolf yawns and gently nudges Biscuit when he yawns as well. Turning back to me, he answers, (A Champion can’t cause Pairing. You can try to challenge some other world, kill its Absolute, after which the system will acknowledge you, and then you can try to take over. Some even search for planets newly added to the system, where the World Dungeon has just been cleared. They try to kill the fresh Absolute since they can’t enter the dungeon as non-natives. These people are trash and looked down upon by other Absolutes, but not as much as the final kind. If you have a thing of value or are willing to offer your service, you can buy a planet. These fools in The Corporation have a map of many dead planets or moons with danger levels of their world dungeons calculated, and they sell them to Champions, just so they can get the title if they are capable of it. Though there are such pathetic ways to gain the title, a World Dungeon is never simple and always tests a Champion and rewards only the most deserving with its Sovereign Spark.)

            


Chapter 749 - Should have expected that


                The third event starts, leaving the disciples behind while their masters appear inside. The minion tournament should take place before the last event, with me still wondering if the black wolf is going to participate.

I don’t enter this event, given that I don’t want to be kicked out right at the start again, and it seems like Lily doesn’t want to participate either. The very same girl who had promised me she would join has decided to remain behind in the barrier with me.

“I thought you were okay enough to join the event,” she snorts.

“I lied. I thought you said you were going to join the event.”

“I lied,” Lily says simply.

“You know what? You’re really a stubborn fucking musclehead. Just join the goddamn event and get some damned points finally instead of just sitting here.”

“Fuck you,” she answers.

I blink a few times, feeling my annoyance rise. “You know what? Fuck you too! I told you I’m okay.”

“Try guessing how many times you’ve passed out for seconds at a time, and I’ve had to heal you without you even realizing.”

“Bullshit. Nothing like that has happened.”

“Twice.”

“I may not have emphasized it correctly, or maybe saying it like ten times wasn’t enough. I don’t want you to sacrifice any more for me. At this point, I can handle this on my own.”

In response, she shrugs at me from her place seated beside me. “I’m sure of that. Even unconscious, you’ve continued to circulate your mana, and I’m sure you would survive just fine. Maybe just with a few more scars. I’ve never seen anyone as stubborn as you, so I know you could have been okay on your own.”

I force myself to calm down. “So, Lily The Bulldozer Chen, why don’t you just go to the event?”

She smiles weakly. “Just in case. I want to be absolutely sure it doesn’t go wrong and that I won’t regret it in the future in case something unexpected happens. In some ways, I’m still just a little pathetic and scared, so I’ll do this. What are some tutorial event rewards in the face of that? I’m plenty strong even without them. So, what are we doing?”

We exchange a gaze. I look at her, still annoyed, but she doesn’t look away at all, and in the end, it’s hard to bring myself to stay angry.

With a groan, I stand and wave toward the stacked barrier, a structure created and powered by several people from Hell difficulty, along with the mana batteries linked to it.

The air around me resonates, and with a ripple, the barrier breaks into tiny particles that rain down around us. The pressure around me blasts them all away like they are particles of dust carried by the wind, before I force my mana back under my control. Standing there, I close my eyes and take ten deep breaths in and out.

When I open my eyes, all the mana and thermal energy are pulled back, contained inside my body, where they continue to clash. None of it’s seeping into the area anymore. Not even a speck.

“We’ll go and look for the thermonuclear warheads I had Tess bring here for me,” I tell her and start walking towards where the residence our group rented should be.

On the screen, there are thousands of people standing in the middle of a circular cobbled area surrounded by thousands of dungeon entrances around the edge. And each of the entrances is different. Some take the shape of a door set into an old tree, others are simple sets of stairs leading down into the ground, while others might take the form of circular holes in the air, shimmering as if they were made of liquid mercury, or stone arches opening into vast interior spaces. 

From the description, I know they’re all dungeons, not unlike the ones that are due to start appearing on Earth.

None of them is marked to indicate their difficulty, and it’s left up to each person to try and get an estimate for themselves. For some, it might be a simple process of checking how much mana is radiating from the entrance, while others seem to be hiding it. 

Meaning that, if you aren’t careful, you could end up in a dungeon that contains a Champion grade monster, at least here, in the tournament. I hope none like that exist on Earth. Though… maybe it would be fun if there were.

I stop again and close my eyes. Another ten long breaths and a new scar forms on the side of my thigh. Even as I’m improving, the changes to my body are becoming more far-reaching. I observe them the entire time, and I can feel them. I can see how much more my body is becoming fitted for what I need.

Future consequences be damned, but by going along this path, I don’t think that after this tournament, there will be more than one or two attendees capable of facing me in Beyond. In a way, Nyssa, with her Primordial Blood, and I are a bit more similar now, with the only difference being that I’m doing all this voluntarily.

It’s a cost I just have to accept, but I feel it’s necessary. Otherwise, I’ll only end up being thrown around and manipulated by people stronger than me. After all, I think I’ve already decided to kill Adrian, but let’s have Sneakythaniel hide that for now.

Adrian is also one of the many people participating in the event, currently waiting with all the rest of them for the moment the doors open, and they’re allowed to enter. He alone stands near one of the most unassuming doors, just talking shortly to a person or two as they stop by.

After watching for a while longer, I take my eyes off the screen just as we enter the forest nearby.

It’s a weird feeling to walk around now so freely, though the area is empty and all of the other attendees are already participating in the event. I spot just a few young kids here and there, disciples of other people from Hell difficulty. Most of them just look our way and don’t try to talk to us, and I don’t make any attempts at conversation either.

As we get closer to the residence of group four, I notice multiple mana signatures. At the same time, my mana attempts to lash out, but I forcefully strangle it and pull it back under my influence to force it back into the raging river flowing through my body.

Yet another notification rings, adding to the flood I’ve gotten since the tournament started. Just as we find ourselves approaching Wolfy lying next to our apartment, I take a moment to check them all.

[Perception - lvl 70 > Perception - lvl 71]

[Redistribution - lvl 71 > Redistribution - lvl 72]

[Eclipse - lvl 59 > Eclipse - lvl 60]

[Eclipse - lvl 60 > Eclipse - lvl 61]

[Eclipse - lvl 61 > Eclipse - lvl 62]

[Accumulation - lvl 49 > Accumulation - lvl 50]

[Accumulation - lvl 50 > Accumulation - lvl 51]

[Accumulation - lvl 51 > Accumulation - lvl 52]

[Accumulation - lvl 52 > Accumulation - lvl 53]

[Accumulation - lvl 53 > Accumulation - lvl 54]

[Manifestation - lvl 25 > Manifestation - lvl 26]

[Manifestation - lvl 26 > Manifestation - lvl 27]

[Manifestation - lvl 27 > Manifestation - lvl 28]

[Manifestation - lvl 28 > Manifestation - lvl 29]

[Mana Manipulation - lvl 75 > Mana Manipulation - lvl 76]

I thought the skills were supposed to be harder to level up the higher the level they get. Has everyone been lying to me?

By the time we reach Wolfy, my mana has all been forced back into my body, causing him to give me a sniff. He doesn’t say anything, just displays his teeth in a way that looks like a dangerous smile, especially with his maw looming so huge over me that it looks like he could eat me in a single bite. In that moment, he doesn’t seem young at all, resembling something more like a dangerous predator. A beast with a body made for killing and devouring.

Then the moment passes, and he lays his head back down on his front paw. Only then do I see Izzy’s disciple, Seneca, sleeping against his body. Her blue hair is longer now, yet still continues to reach towards the sky, moving just as a flame would.

There’s probably a question as to why Wolfy isn’t getting annoyed with that or making her stop, but I don’t ask and instead head on towards the residence. Lily, after taking a moment to greet the black wolf, follows behind me.

“Let go of me, you six-armed lunatic!” we hear just as we enter the huge log cabin. Maya’s disciple, the lynthari Enan, is fighting with said six-armed lunatic. That lunatic, going by Deva, is Sophie’s disciple and doesn’t seem all that surprised, unlike Enan, by our presence. After all, I sensed her mental magic taking note of us.

She doesn’t let us bother her and continues using two of her six arms to choke Enan from behind, while two more keep themselves occupied pulling on his ears. I’m sure he is physically stronger, so he likely hasn’t been fighting back, worried that he might hurt her, which she’s been exploiting fully.

“Oh, look who’s here, the liar who’s apparently owed an answer to a question by the Warden himself. Tell me, liar, who else have you met as of late? Maybe you’ve gotten a lesson from the Magi? Did you make friends with one of the Twelve? Or did you by chance meet one of the last Elfs’ replicas?” Deva asks, laughing at her own words as she shouts at me.

“Actually…” I start.

I don’t get to finish as she screams, Enan having bitten into one of her arms. She starts punching him while shouting at me, “Don’t say anything! I don’t believe you! Damned liar! LIAR! LIAR! Demon-like Maniac! My master told me how you are, and I…”

I refuse to listen to the rest of it and continue upstairs instead.

“Your reputation is in shambles right now,” Lily notes to no reaction from my side.

I hear her chuckle behind me. It causes me to stop, and I take another ten deep breaths. Then I continue again.

“So, where do you think she put the warheads?” Lily asks as I enter my room.

“Knowing Tess, they should be right here,” I say, reaching out to pull the blanket off the bed, revealing the two boxes sticking out from under it.

“I should have expected that…” Lily whispers.

It takes me a few moments to take the wooden tops off to reveal two metallic cone-shaped warheads. Both of them are now entirely covered in inscriptions painted with mana conductive paint, and, more importantly, inlaid with melted wire of conductive alloy to make them more stable.

There are multiple mana batteries, Logic Cores, nodes, secondary circuits, tertiary circuits, mechanical switches in case of failures, and so on. A lot of it was inspired by what Vance did when he was stealing them on the 7th floor. I remembered some, and Sophie remembered more. Then we had a lot of help, divided up between a number of Beyond specialists we hired, and some volunteers we recruited, like a certain catboy.

Of course, we also had some people from Earth to help, even going as far as buying up any device with e-books that contained any relevant knowledge. To say simply, a shitload of work went into it, and I’m certain that I can make them go, as a minion would say, kaboom.

The question remains if that explosion will be bigger than anything I can create on my own at this point. Sophie and I certainly think so, especially after we modified them to create a synchronous explosion and added in a number of alloys and mana stones filled with chemicals that should react really well to explosions of this kind.

Enough to evaporate cities and small countries? Seems likely. Enough to kill a Champion with such defenses as Adrian? I don’t think so. I’m just curious to see if I could survive them, too. I want to burn the eyebrows off that creepy alien jerk, and I want to see them go kaboom, with the results of our months of work.

All three of these things can come together during the last event. I just need to endure that body upgrade of mine and push myself far enough that I don’t get kicked out the moment I enter. Though that seems to be even more difficult now than it would’ve been when the body upgrade had just started.

Once again, I feel the rusty taste of my blood in my mouth and feel my body weaken.

I’m sure Lily is going to notice and be annoying about all that soon, so when I turn to her, I don’t let it show. Instead, I swing my arm and, with the palm of my hand, audibly slap the surface of one of the warheads.

The action causes her to jump up and let out a squeak. “That was so childish, lame, and mean!” she shouts at me.

So I repeat it once more, getting a nearly identical reaction.

She waits for a few seconds to see if I do it the third time, and doesn’t say anything but stares at me with a blank expression, though I notice the corners of her lips tugging upwards.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    I haven’t shared it here yet, so here we go! We got the first official Lissandra commission, inspired by the Book 5 cover! Just for info, the same artist is working on a twins commission!

If anyone here asks why she looks so young, I will throw something (possibly explosive) at them. There is a reason for that, and it was mentioned multiple times already.

Anyway, I hope you like it as much as I do!

 

[image: image]



                



Chapter 750 - Everyone knew it was coming


                Speaking to the kids, I learned that it’s apparently possible to summon a personal screen to watch the event. It is even possible to filter out individual people to watch the person you want. So, of course, I now find myself sitting outside, resting against the side of Wolfy and surrounded by kids, Lily’s on one side and Biscuit, who, even now, is refusing to participate in the events.

Same as that black-haired bulldozer, the corgi chooses to remain in the common area, seemingly for the same reasons, though he’s not being as forceful about it as she is. That damned, stubborn girl.

Now, Biscuit in his puppy form, is lying in my lap, and even though he’s trying to hide it, I notice him helping me. Just that tiny little bit as he handles the bits I can’t fully contain, so it doesn’t hurt the kids. And the term kids seems to include that enormous black wolf as well. Though he’s clearly annoyed, he lets us rest against him and watches the event with us.

Enan, Seneca, Deva, and quiet Irwys, Min-Jae’s disciple, are all here. We also finally meet a vyssari girl by the name of Rye, Tess’s disciple.

She’s just like that tiny vyssari child I met in the Megacity. Tiny, huge eyes, cute scaly legs, and a small, round face.

It makes me want to protect her with my life, feed her all the precious earth sweets I have left, and tease her just so I can watch her be angry at me, which would make her seem even more cute. Just like a little kitten trying to look dangerous.

She’s blonde and has eyes that seem to have been altered by a trait. They’re… weird. It is hard to guess their colors as they shift with the light and, on occasion, her mood. It is to the point I wonder if she doesn’t have a bit of feylith blood, though the color of her hair seems to remain static.

Rye is quiet, just like Min-Jae’s Irwys, but unlike him, she’s more decisive. Once we sit down, she rests against my side in a way that seems like a cat that’s found a warm spot in the sun to rest in.

I realize my body is warmer than usual, even with my control, but it is not to the point of hurting anyone, so I let it be to avoid spooking her away.

Even the system screen she’s watching the event on is smaller than the others.

Now only Lily’s Pallius is missing, once again making me realize just how stubborn that girl is. Hah, I guess I’ll have to supply her with a few dozen extra left arms. After the body upgrade, they’ll make incredible sacrifices for her. Or maybe I could buy her flowers or something. I’ll have to ask Tess… no, not her. She’d only make fun of me. 

I’ll ask Izzy.

I hear Deva shout excitedly and turn to watch her screen. There we see Sophie and Izzy, just the two of them walking through one of the dungeons. Like the others I have seen, this one has its own layout as well. It is an old, crumbling stairway rising towards the sky, leading up to what almost seems to be an old rocket silo.

They’ve already been walking for what feels like more than ten minutes, and no changes have made themselves apparent in the environment. But this time, Sophie seems to have detected something and disrupted it. The air around them flickers in response, and the stairway disappears, revealing that the true shape of the environment is that of a boneyard, with a great many skeletons, each as tall as buildings.

From its place behind one of them, a creature looks up. A lizard with a third vertically oriented eye in the middle of its forehead and four protrusions extending from its head like tentacles.

It hisses at the same time as Noodle drops from Izzy’s arm and grows in size to match the monster.

The Fragment of the Eternal Flame blazes around Izzy, and her veins become visible through her skin. Sophie waves her hand, and Blackie escapes from her shadow, throwing himself against a pile of bones from which a golem emerges, composed of its contents.

Then, more monsters like the first start appearing. Dozens, hundreds of them start to climb out from under the bones and massive corpses scattered around the room. Each of them is the same in terms of the way they look, though they’re maybe one-fifth the size. The entire area starts flickering with the environment constantly changing as the fight starts, as Noodle begins coiling around both girls to protect them, and the golem rushes into the fight with a cacophony of loud stomping.

Deva continues to shout for Sophie to finally stop playing around, with all six arms in the air, and curses probably a bit more than a kid should.

I feel a tug on my clothes and look to my right at the tiny vyssari girl.

“What?” I ask.

She points at Biscuit.

“Go on. He doesn’t bite.”

The girl nods and starts reaching out her hand.

I cannot help myself but add, “I think.”

That causes her to stop and look back at me. That cute face furrows in an expression that strongly reminds me of Tess. With a tiny sigh, she then reaches anyway and starts petting Biscuit’s back.

At this point, I wonder, with her being so tiny, she could probably ride Biscuit in his adult form, right? Or be really close to it. Honestly, wouldn’t even I be able to ride Biscuit if he went around in his horse-sized form?

The corgi just turns around to look at her and yawns before turning back and lying his head on my leg.

“Deva,” I rest back lazily and call towards the thylarin who still cheers on her master.

Just for a moment, she glances at me, annoyed, “What?”

“I have met several replicas of the Last Elf, and I even spoke with that petty saboteur. I’ve also met the Ruler of Greed and the Ruler of Diligence, or at least spoke with a few of their vessels. I ran into the Ruler of Kindness as well, and she helped me throw some guy off a balcony. I think I have seen the vessel of the Ruler of Wrath, too. By the way, have you heard about the Ancient Monster, the Absolute, Lissandra Hawthorne? Yes? Good. I met her, too, and she is constantly trying to become my master. What else… oh, the intent of the Ruler of Envy spoke to me at one point, and I met a demon with five hearts, a lunatic that almost became the Ruler of Wrath. One more thing, if you shout at me again, I will lock your kinetic movements until Sophie comes out, and before that happens, I will let the others stuff grass in your mouth or bury you in dirt.”

There is no shouting, but her eyes are beautiful to watch. All six of her hands look like they are squeezing someone’s neck.

Then I reach out and ruffle Enan’s hair too while flicking his cat ears a few times to his utter shock.

Tiny Rye doesn’t escape either. I lift her and hold her in front of me and stare at her as she stares at me. It is as great a feeling as I had thought it would be. I almost want to hug her too, but I don’t push it, and instead, I put her back and boop her tiny, tiny nose while saying, “Biscuit, one deer jerky if you brutally attack this tiny vyssari.”

It does not take even a second for Biscuit to twist around, shrink a bit, and jump against her, which finally forces her to make a tiny noise from her serious face. A cute squeak as Biscuit starts licking her face and rubbing himself against her, energetically, but very gently.

Looking to my left, Irwys meets my eyes, scared and worried of what might come, but I just shrug, “We introverts should stand together.”

He nods eagerly in relief.

My last target is Seneca, whose hair is moving wildly and shifting to a darker shade of blue. Even so, I reach towards the hair only to change direction at the last moment and poke her ribs a few times to tickle her.

In revenge, a ball of flames promptly crashes into my face, but I barely notice it, though it would likely kill someone from Easy difficulty.

Satisfied and feeling much better, I close my eyes and breathe deeply.

Life is too short to not rage bait kids.

 







 

The kids, silly little things they are, mostly forget what I’ve done half an hour later, and we continue to watch the event together. Well, other than Deva, that girl sure can hold a grudge, though she isn’t shouting anymore. She is suspecting, correctly, that I would do just what I threatened to do.

I’m an asshole.

Rye is resting against my right side, and Biscuit is leaning against her, while Seneca watches, lying with her head on my knee. Irwys is sitting off to my left, sometimes excitedly pointing out things on the screen and showing them to me. Enan, meanwhile, talks to Lily about the lynthari.

There are so many people fighting in the dungeons, and the dungeons themselves come in countless varieties. All of them contain monsters, though power levels differ greatly. There are a few Hard difficulty groups that get wiped out by different Champion grade monsters, as well as some Hard difficulty guys facing off against level 1 goblins.

I know the capabilities of Group 4, so I mostly watch the people from other rounds of Earth’s tutorial, especially the Kings.

At this point, I’ve confirmed that Jean is likely to be the strongest out of all of them, as long as I don’t count Vic, obviously. I’m not absolutely sure, but I think his Physique is starting to incorporate any primordial energies that hit him to bolster his healing and increase his durability, and it feels like he’s probably gotten an adaptive defense passive that makes him more durable the longer he faces a specific element, primordial energy, or skill.

That boy Maxim with his void wolves is also proving to be interesting. He is young, yet decisive, and now he can summon new shadow monsters so large that one can even fly as it carries him around.

Derick and his wife, Noelle, are still a good duo, and the slim man is faster now, while his attacks and the tattoos on his body seem to be doing a better job of disrupting mana, and they seem to have gone through a huge upgrade.

I’m also curious to learn more about Baek, but most of the time, the laziest king just tags behind his group, and that girl Kang Jiwon, who seems to have gone for the same sort of bulldozer sim gameplay as Lily.

Yet, over all of them and the attendees from the other planet, Vic shines the most, and I’m not just saying that because she’s my sister. Her duplicates have been cooperating better and better and always seem to move with clear intent, while her body is easily the most powerful out of anyone from Earth’s tutorial.

She isn’t as strong as Jean, as fast as Tacita, and doesn’t have the regeneration of Lily. But damn, if she isn’t impressively durable in her own right, and her strength and speed spike occasionally, almost becoming a match for Jean and Tacita, though it destroys even her enhanced body when she does. And that durability and other capabilities are present in all of her duplicates as well.

But I still have a bit of a hard time figuring out who would win if she and Tacita fought. And I swear it isn’t because I have some irrational fear of Tacita, who might be my most natural-born predator.

Once the fights become more boring as people just walk through the dungeons, I turn my attention back to myself as I just notice something. The progress on my body upgrade is slowing down and alleviating some of the pressure it’s been putting on me. It’s nothing huge, only around a 20 percent drop in difficulty, and it’ll probably spike again soon, yet it still feels like having a horse sized corgi taken off my shoulders, giving me a chance to finally breathe.

Even then, I refuse to stop. I take it as a sign of weakness from my torturer and keep up my assault on the changes being made to my body, working around them in places, while working with them in others, and watching how far I can push them while learning from every change.

And that’s when a few more notifications sound off in my head.

 



Due to the individual enhancements of your body upgrade, and based on your performance so far and the recalculated state of your body, additional adjustments have been applied to your traits to reflect individual enhancements more accurately.

Mana Wavelength Iris 2/3 > Mana Wavelength Iris 2/4

Mana Physique 2/3 > Mana Physique 2/4

 



And then another one.

 



Congratulations, you have successfully combined [Accumulation] and [Mana Manipulation]!

A new skill has been created.

You have acquired [Current]

[Current - Level 0 > Current - Level 19]

 



And then, as I move the tiniest speck of mana through my body.

I knew it was coming, Biscuit knew it was coming, the system knew it was coming.

And yet still I say, fuck the system.

 



Congratulations, you have acquired a new skill!

[Mana Manipulation]

[Mana Manipulation - Level 0 > Mana Manipulation - Level 74]

 

Welcome back, my beloved.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Guys, it is here! The Biscuit plush is about to launch for pre-orders in 14 hours here: https://www.makeship.com/products/hell-difficulty-tutorial-biscuit-plushie

 

Some super short FAQ:

- Cost? Around 29 USD + shipping (Worldwide apparently, and most of the time around 9 USD. But check for yourself!)

- Timeline? There needs to be 200 pre-orders for the plush to go into production. If we hit that, production starts around March 7th and shipping starts around May 31st. Delivery usually takes 7-15 days, sometimes 30 in some areas.

 

I might make another post for the announcement when preorders launch, so don’t be surprised if you get a notification and it isn’t a chappy!

If you have any questions, just ask me! I will try to answer as many as possible.

By the way, at the same time as Biscuit, there will be another one: Aster from The Path of Ascension. If you’re a fan, check it out as well: https://www.makeship.com/products/the-path-of-ascension-aster-plushie

 

I think it is goddamn cool and Im super excited. Hopefully it will work out!

Here is sneak peek pic:

[image: image]



                



Chapter 751 - Open Challenge Circuit begins


                One of the first people to return from the event is Tess, who cleared her dungeon with Maya. Making her way over to us, she halts in her steps, seeing us resting there against Wolfy’s slowly moving belly as he breathes. Her disciple is sleeping, and her tiny arms are draped over my chest in a manner that almost looks like she’s trying to hug something in her sleep.

I would throw millions of people off the balcony for her.

“Tess, if you wake her up, I promise I will be your worst enemy,” I say softly before she can say anything.

Speaking just as softly, she replies, “I’m not giving her to you.”

“Too late, she likes me more than you. She’s my disciple now.”

“I’ll tell Vega.”

“Minions, under current laws, possess no rights save those expressly granted to them by their designated masters. She can’t do anything about it, even if you do tell her. But still, please don’t tell her.”

It causes her to laugh softly. “Are you doing better now?”

“Like 20% better,” I answer.

“So the slightest miscalculation is still threatening to tear you apart?”

“You know the saying: what doesn’t kill you makes you stronger.”

“I don’t think that’s what it’s supposed to mean.”

“Too bad. It literally fits my situation. Also, please talk with Lily, if she doesn’t join the last event, I don’t know what I’m going to do. I might tell Biscuit to attack her or something.”

(Food?)

“Yes, Biscuit. Lily is food.”

(Not a Friend?)

“Yup. Annoying, stubborn, food.”

(Asshole!)

“Surely you didn’t mean me. Tell that to her,” I react.

The blonde turns to our healer. “Lily?”

“Maybe I will participate, maybe I won’t,” Lily answers.

Tess turns back to me. “I did what I could.”

“That was a pathetic attempt, Tess, even from my socially inept point of view.”

“Too bad, right?” she smiles. “Want me to bring anyone over for you to talk to? I know you had plans before.”

“I mean… I don’t know how useful it’ll be. I’m dealing with my body and working on preparations. Soon, I’ll get around to making some Manabloc weapons and Manatex clothes so we can send them to Channeler through some Normal difficulty guy. Along with a few other things like mana stones with training regimens, information, materials for our scientists to experiment on before we return, and all that crap, you probably don’t need my help with that.”

“I don’t, I already dealt with most of it.”

“So reliable.”

Our conversation then gets interrupted by Samuel, who walks into the area, followed by a few members of his gang from Hard difficulty.

“Sset, that guy disappeared-” The words get stuck in his throat as the view opens for him when he walks around Wolfy and sees me and the bunch of kids resting against me with some of them sleeping.

I lift a finger to my lips and whisper, “Shush. If you wake anyone, I will throw you off the floating island. I’m not joking, ever since we appeared here I’ve been curious to see what would happen.”

I let my hand rest back on the back of Tess’s disciple’s head and use the opportunity while she’s sleeping to caress it. Like a tiny animal, she shifts and pushes against the palm of my hand before breathing out softly.

I would throw billions of people off the balcony for her.

Samuel continues to stare as if the view isn’t something he can comprehend, and opens his mouth and closes it a few times.

It gets Deva annoyed as she mutters in a whispering voice, “What are you staring at, old man? Just get moving, you’re creepy, and annoying.”

Hearing that, I reach out and tap her shoulder. Looking to her left, Deva catches my gaze.

I nod. She nods after a short moment, and I lift my hand again to close it into a fist that I reach toward her. After a bit of hesitation, she fist bumps me with one of her six hands and smirks. Not knowing how it works, she then fist bumps my fist with the remaining two of her left hands.

Tess uses the opportunity to reach Samuel and gesture for him to follow her as she starts explaining some stuff. Maya stays behind and watches them for a moment.

As she turns to me, she giggles. “Poor guy, it almost blew his head off his shoulders.”

Waving her hand, she then pulls her disciple Enan away, who just waves towards us and leaves with her, likely for more training.

 







 

Adrian completes his dungeon fairly soon after. As expected, his was probably one of the most dangerous, though I’m not sure if it was the most. Maybe it’s the toughest he can clear at the moment, maybe he’s just doing the bare minimum. It’s hard to say what exactly his goal is.

For a while, I’ve been wondering whether he’s already reached the level of an Absolute, but more and more I’m inclined to think that he’s not. According to him, Ruby should be able to tell me more, but I’m not dumb enough not to realize he’s doing that in hopes of me coming into conflict with her over the other information he shared.

It is likely him thinking I’d trust her more than him and that he wants to show me that in the end she’s the same as him, so I need to trust him in a similar manner or something dumb like that. Who the hell knows how alien jerks like him think?

All these people, scheming, preparing, twisting their words, and playing mind games. Yet in the end, it’s all simple. The one with a bigger stick wins. Metaphorically. Just what are all these games good for against someone with overwhelming power?

It might be a simple and almost childish view I have, but that’s just how I think.

At some point, the body upgrade lets up even more, and as I watch the minion tournament, I have enough freedom to start making Manabloc weapons for the lower difficulties to deliver to Channeler. I’m a very humble man, as shown during Humility’s event, but damn, I’m sure some of them are at least as durable and sharp as any low arcane item, though they lack any fancy effects. Just extremely densely woven and knitted, manifested mana, made to last and endure.

I also take the opportunity to examine [Current], which replaced my [Accumulation], to search for the differences. And as I thought, this one fits me much better. Where [Accumulation] allowed me to accumulate and hold mana, the new skill gathers it into currents that almost instinctively find their way into my body to be caught in the flow of my Mana Cycling.

How would I explain it better? It just syncs smoother with Mana Cycling. They work much better together, and these currents are easier to grasp and channel. As the name suggests, they behave like a current, so they flow more smoothly, but they’re not as forceful. But that’s already something I’ve taken into consideration as I’ve made small modifications to Mana Cycling to maintain the explosiveness of my mana’s movement.

Until then, I can make these currents wider or narrower as I wish, and I can modify them. I can even grab currents and change their frequency, and given my experience with splitting my mind, I can make a lot of them.

Of course, all of this applies to my primordial energies as well, and I have ideas for future experimentation. In the end, it makes for a nice addition and feels much more dynamic than the previous skill.

Then, as if reminding me not to slack off, another spike of the body upgrade washes over me, damaging my constructs and forcing me to heal. As I start putting more attention into handling them, I stop creating Manabloc items. Still, a small part of me watches a screen in front of me and the Minion Tournament on it.

Wolfy is participating as well.

That dumb, bus-sized black wolf just curb-stomps everyone who comes face to face with him without any hesitation or shame in the world. After every win, he howls towards the sky, dedicating this glorious victory against little kids to his predecessors or something.

Every time he appears outside of the arena in between his duels, he stands very proudly. I even have a feeling Biscuit is the smallest he has ever been, as if to hide, so he doesn’t get connected with this wolf.

Though there are a few minions that make Wolfy work a little. Some powerful red gorilla-like looking animal from people from another planet, a six-armed young thylarin with two primordial energies. Vic’s disciple does well too, fighting in a similar way as she does, a demon without a demon heart, but possessed of blood-based powers instead and eyes that seem to be his inborn trait. One day, I’ll have to ask Vic what it is.

Lastly, tiny vyssari Rye offers a surprise too when she, caught up in a duel against Wolfy, uses white lightning. It, for the first time, causes Wolfy to raise up his primordial energy to defend against it, though even then, he gets a scorching wound on his butt.

This time, Biscuit, watching it, lets out a noise that sounds almost like a snort of disappointment.

Wolfy nearly seems like he heard it as well and goes full ham, his figure turning pitch black with golden eyes glowing deep within. Each of his steps devours the area around him as he rushes the tiny vyssari.

Rye waits till the last possible moment and lifts her tiny arm, shooting white lightning she has been gathering into the shape of a javelin. That bright white then meets pitch black in a bright flash, and before the black wolf can reach her, she forfeits, appearing outside near Tess, who congratulates her.

I would throw a trillion guys off the balcony for her.

Meanwhile, Wolfy trashes inside like the spoiled kid he is, and when the all-devouring darkness around him disappears, there is a new wound on him, though it’s not deep. A scorched patch of fur above his heart.

As he appears outside, he angrily stands up to move towards Rye, but before he takes a step, he entirely halts his movement, and slowly his head turns with fear in his eyes towards Biscuit in my arms.

The puppy-form corgi lets out a quiet, deep growl, causing the black wolf to pull back his ears and lower himself to the ground with his tail tucked underneath him. Biscuit’s primordial energy, the same as the wolf’s, flickers weakly in the air, though even this shows much more pressure than Wolfy ever did. It feels all-reaching, hiding in the shadow of everyone here. Raw and predatory.

(Fight. Friend?) Biscuit sends a single message towards the black wolf.

That causes the black wolf to lower himself even further in shame.

Well, it is clear that Biscuit draws a clear line for fights undertaken during the events, and something done out of anger and doing so on the outside is just not allowed.

“Call him a bitch,” I whisper to the corgi.

To that, he just bites at my finger and gently keeps biting it between his sharp, needle-like teeth.

The rest of the minion event continues calmly, with Wolfy winning and soon after leaving along with all the other disciples, saying goodbye to their masters. I pity that Vega isn’t here, as unfortunate as it is, but to my surprise, tiny Rye gestures at me to lower myself in front of her before she leaves.

I do so while getting on my knee, and she gently pats my arm as high as she can reach up to. She doesn’t say anything at all.

I would throw a quadrillion black wolves off the balcony for her.

 







 

The last event starts with 24 hours of the tournament remaining, and it makes sense considering what that event is about. That time might be needed.

The event rules are simple.

 



The Open Challenge Circuit begins when the first participant enters the designated arena. The participant remains inside and receives continuous 1v1 challenges until their defeat. After a loss, the victorious challenger remains inside the arena and continues facing incoming opponents.

The system does not restore health, mana, energy, or any other resource between challenges. All participants must rely on their current capabilities.

Points are assigned based on the number of opponents defeated, the ranking of those opponents, the final ranking achieved, and the overall strength level of the defeated opponents.

A participant remains within the arena until they are defeated. New challengers start without pause, with challengers selected from the active challenger pool.

This event includes participants from both Nythis and Earth.

When the system registers a participant as dead, that participant is immediately healed and relocated outside the event area.

 



I kind of expected someone to be an asshole, for some guy from Hell difficulty to jump in and wipe the floor with all the Easy, Normal, and Hard difficulty guys challenging them. But it doesn’t happen.

The first to appear inside is some thylarin seemingly from Easy difficulty, and then the Open Challenge Circuit starts.

After a long fight where they use simple skills and uncommon items, he defeats a human who also feels like they’ve come from Easy difficulty. While the winner barely rests, another challenger, an Easy difficulty thylarin, appears, and the fight starts again. The first guy wins again, but at this point, his wounds are getting worse, and after two difficult fights, he seems to be getting tired.

Yet he still wins a third fight and lifts his four shaking arms high into the air while bellowing in a primal shout.

Plenty of people outside shout as well in excitement. Many of them are drinking and sitting around, with many more grilling and eating all kinds of food. Some even bring furniture out of their residences and watch from nice spots under trees. I even notice groups sitting on the edges of the floating island with their legs dangling and watching screens there.

While I sit there outside of our residence and watch with the rest of Group 4, it goes on for hours.

There is a time when one asshole from the Hard difficulty group of Nythis enters, a cocky thylarin with six arms that, with a laugh, wipes out a poor guy from Easy difficulty.

The challenges then pause as the others hesitate.

But only until a thylarin from Hell difficulty steps in. That guy grabs the Hard difficulty asshole by the throat, saying something to him, and then proceeds to break all his arms one after another before throwing him to the ground, where he then stomps on both of his knees.

Likely because of what he said, the Hard difficulty guy doesn’t forfeit and instead suffers there in pain, and a few minutes later, the Hell difficulty thylarin stomps on his head.

There is another pause in challenges before a thylarin from Easy difficulty enters, scared for his life. The guy from Hell difficulty just takes a few steps closer and smiles at the guy while putting a hand on his shoulder. Then he forfeits, and the challenges start anew with Easy difficulty guys and no interference from the other difficulties.

 







 

The last of the Hard difficulty fighters dies much later, and the first of the Hell difficulty fighters enters. That thylarin with six arms and the huge bow, which he immediately lifts into the air in challenge. His body is covered in yellow tattoos marking his blue skin as his opponent appears as well.

Lily.

The second she appears, arrows reach her as she moves swiftly, avoiding both of them. The thylarin, meanwhile, gets to work putting more distance of two miles in between them, launching more arrows at her that she deflects with her axes and lowers her body. She bursts forth at incredible speed, moving unpredictably as she mimics kinetic movement through sheer bodily power and the regeneration she possesses.

It becomes obvious that the thylarin won’t be able to continue putting distance between them with her speed, so he throws the bow away, and the yellow tattoos become thicker, covering more than two-thirds of his skin. The pressure around him becomes stronger, and he feels even more dangerous than he was with the bow.

Lily doesn’t let that stop her. She reaches him, ducks under his attack, blocks another fist, and moves in a confusing manner, before bursting forth with speed and dancing around him to slam a palm against his chest. With an almost playful ease.

There is no burst of gray mana as she hits him, but she staggers back as one of his fists slams against her face. Her nose and cheekbone break, caving her face in, but a mere second later, both snap back in place and heal.

The thylarin, meanwhile, looks confused and, with a weird expression, puts his hands against his chest, surprised to see no wound, but panicking more and more. He opens his mouth to say something, but coughs up blood. He then moves to take a step ahead, but sways and almost falls.

His skin starts melting and falling off in long pieces, revealing bare muscles that immediately start breaking apart, disintegrating. He coughs again, covering his mouth. Flesh disintegrates from his blood-soaked hand, and it falls off, and he coughs again.

He then proceeds to vomit out his insides and fragments of bone while his body is left staggering around, as it breaks apart.

Finally, he falls down and, as he hits the ground, his body breaks apart into disparate pieces with a sickening wet noise.

Lily remains standing and looking at that mess. There is no mantle, no visible gray mana around her.

She just calmly turns around and awaits her challenger.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Some of you likely didn’t see it so I will repost it here as well:

I want to announce that the time has come! As prophesied, the Biscuit plush is here! And damn if he isn’t a beautiful, good boy!

Here is a link so you can order him if you want: https://www.makeship.com/products/hell-difficulty-tutorial-biscuit-plushie

A small notice: Aster plush, from The Path of Ascension, also launches today. Since we are both under the same publisher, it automatically adds her to the order. You can keep her there if you’re a fan, or easily uncheck her!

 

We are already almost at 200 pre-orders so I can say with 99% certaintly that there WILL BE Biscuit plush!



I also decided that everyone who buys a plush will get a special Discord role, and I’ll write a side story that you guys will vote on. I’ll also commission art that you guys will vote on as well. It isn’t much, but it’s something!



A few details:

Price: The plush costs around $30 USD, and delivery is an additional $9 or so. The price can vary a bit and delivery might be more expensive in some cases (it depends on your country, tariffs, and import taxes. So be careful with that!). Not cheap, but the quality should be great!

Preorders: There need to be 200 preorders so the Biscuit plush can go into production.

Timeline: After we hit 200 it should be all confirmed and the production starts March 7th. Shipping is estimated to start May 31st, and delivery itself should take 7-15 days, though possibly longer for some countries. Please take this into consideration!



I think that’s all. If you have any questions, just throw them at me!

Overall I’m very excited. Just how goddamn cool it is that there will be Biscuit plush that you can throw around and kick! 



                



Chapter 752 - It almost makes sense


                The first person to challenge Lily is another thylarin with six arms, wielding a dagger in each hand. There’s no waiting around either, the fight starts immediately with a sudden burst of speed.

The arena remains the same, a huge floating island with a few dozen other islands of various sizes floating around it. Some of them are connected to the main one with long vines, others float along freely. Some hold forests, others are covered in mountains, and still more are flat planes blanketed in lush grass. It all takes place high up in the blue sky, among the clouds, through which the orange light of the sun shines.

On that main floating island, Lily and the thylarin clash at high speed. He is faster than her, and four of his daggers do slice into her flesh, only to break against her bones. The remaining two prove to be much more durable and sharp. They sever Lily’s arms and one of her legs, and he twists around to go for her head.

Before he has an opportunity, the stumps of her limbs elongate and stretch, reaching out to the dissembodied limbs and reconnecting them, giving Lily a set of creepily long limbs. Bones pierce her skin from the inside and form an armor on her neck and forehead, carved with deep grooves from the weapons, but enduring.

Her long limbs then move like a snake, the bones within breaking and reforming as she grabs hold of the man.

In a panic, he moves to cut them off, but they squeeze and break the bones in one of his legs before he can cut it off and stagger back. Using the opportunity, Lily restores her limbs, returning her body to its original shape.

Lowering herself, she heals much faster than her opponent and charges him. Though still fast, with his still crippled leg, he just can’t match her speed anymore, and the palm of her hand slams against his chest as she takes his slashes before jumping back and fixing her clothes. Her wounds, even those from their last clash, regenerate at a speed fast enough to be seen with the naked eye, while her opponent is forced to stagger around.

The same as before, but much faster, likely because of his weaker body, her opponent’s skin melts, his muscles disintegrate, and he breaks into a coughing fit before vomiting out pieces of his insides and his bones. His body breaks apart as before, too.

After that, ten more people challenge her.

A number of them are from Earth, though the heavy hitters still haven’t appeared yet, as if they were giving her an opportunity to enjoy the event. Lily wins each of these fights, some of them without even using mana, simply relying on her body’s power and natural regeneration.

The longer it goes on, the more people realize she is a healer first, as she even restores a cut-off head or does not die as a projectile cuts her body in half. Like an undying Terminator, or some eldritch monster, her body twists and reforms as she stands up each time. When needed, she grows more arms, she elongates her torso. She starts changing her size mid-fight to confuse martial arts specialists.

She even faces people with powerful bodies head on, forming her “Skele-suit,” as I still call it. Bones protrude from her skin to form armor from, well, her bones, a material likely more durable than many arcane materials one could use for armor.

Then, there is her new way she uses [Disintegration] combined with her healing. It pierces through armor, it has almost no visual signs, and it eats away at even the most durable people in the same terrifying way.

Some of her opponents try to snipe her and keep their distance, but Lily’s fast and reaches them in mere moments. Some try to bombard her, but cause next to zero damage to her, and she proceeds to throw boulders at them at supersonic speeds. There are a few that try to tire her out, but she attacks aggressively, moves faster, and still doesn’t even bother to use any of the fake organs she’s prepared for sacrifice, nor has her hair shortened.

She faces ten more, including Noelle, Derick, and Monte.

And she wins, though each of these fights takes an effort from her. But Lily keeps pushing, not showing any sign of wanting to stop as she stands there with her wounds closing just as quickly as before, even without her actively healing.

“Do you think she can push it to the end and murder everyone here? I don’t think she’s going down until someone like Tacita goes in,” Maya mutters.

“There goes the fourth event,” Dennis snickers by her side as his brother does the same.

“Does it matter?” Tess says with a smile as she rocks back and forth in the rocking chair she brought outside. “Just let her enjoy the event. We’ve all had our dose of fun.”

Everyone here seems to agree, and though our group gets some glances that seem to be begging for one of us to go in and put an end to this, no one does, though.

 







 

Earth currently has 200-300 people in Hell difficulty, and out of them, around 70-90 are also in Beyond. At least, that’s our current estimate.

After three events, we’ve also come to estimate that the other side might have more people in Hell difficulty, but a similar amount on lower floors on average, and likely far fewer people in Beyond. The current estimate is that they have just 50 of them.

More people enter to challenge Lily, only to be defeated as well. No one can deal with her improved [Disintegration]. Just a single clean hit from her proves enough to end the fight.

Though there is one speedy guy who moves around her mid-range, throwing projectiles and using gravitational energy to slow her down while chipping away at her health. That guy dies anyway. At one point, he just starts slowing down and coughing up blood. It makes me wonder if Lily may have released some sort of toxin into the air, or a nearly invisible cloud of [Disintegration] particles.

But it is not like the others are weak, so though she still holds strong, her resources are beginning to run out. Her mana doesn’t replenish sufficiently to keep up, and she starts running out of her sacrificial organs and begins sacrificing her hair, which she always seemed to value and which seems to make a good [Sacrifice] for that reason. Later, she moves to her fingers just to gain new bursts of mana or strengthen her body.

When it comes to her final duel, she stands there with one of her arms entirely missing, hair cropped short, and a missing eye, as her chest heaves with exhaustion. Fifty-three. That’s how many Hell difficulty combatants fell to her, among them quite powerful Beyond-level fighters as well.

Her last opponent is Jean, who joins in to challenge her. Not to exploit her weakness, but to give her a chance to go all out against someone proper, rather than some hyena waiting to take her down. Even I can see that this makes her the slightest bit happier as she smiles and stands up taller.

Jean doesn’t even get into his usual battle-maniac act, he smiles at her in a similar fashion and takes a step forward, stomping on the floating island they are on. In an explosion of the raw force of his strength, the island shakes, and cracks appear throughout its entirety. And while the two of them face each other, the island cracks and splits into two pieces, with each of them on one piece. Both of these pieces continue to float in the air, bouncing and crashing against each other.

He charges in first and, in a powerful leap, shoots at Lily, which causes his piece of the island to be pushed back under the immense force of his momentum.

Lily smiles even more, and she takes a deep breath. I watch her face, big on the screen, her bangs falling onto her single eye. Her pupil widens, and she takes another breath just as Jean is almost there. Then, one of the small, fake hearts she made for sacrifice awakens and beats just once before breaking.

The frequency, the rhythm, everything other than the power of the output is entirely identical to my Sealed Ignition Heart.

Yellow flames of primordial thermal energy seep through her body, dancing across her hand along with the gray of her [Disintegration].

One of her ankles breaks in a sudden burst of speed as she avoids Jean’s punch, and the piece of the island under her gets hit with that force, creating a huge crater and sending it spinning away through the sky. Jean quickly changes direction, jumping on the smaller pieces floating around and following Lily.

Another one of her ankles breaks as she charges against him this time.

For a moment, it almost looks like her fist will meet with his body, but Jean uses his [Pull] on her, just slightly enough to throw her off balance, and then makes use of his longer reach. His fist meets her head, and even with all the durability inherent in her body, it explodes, finally ending her fourth event.

Lily appears outside near us, confused for a moment but quickly regains composure. She looks around, her eyebrow moving as if asking me what I think about the trick she pulled with her fake heart. And I know what she did. She likely knows my Ignition Heart better than me, better than that catboy. And with how much talent she has dealing with this kind of stuff, it almost makes sense.

Almost.

As I stare at her, I cannot stop thinking about how ridiculous that all was, and how little sense it actually makes.

After all, for that shortest heartbeat, she just created that weak connection to a primordial energy that she knows the best from experimentation on me, by mimicking my heart and the way it was formed.

Just as the Ruler of Kindness once did when she and Pride bestowed demon hearts upon the first hundred Progenitor demons.

 







 

The next to challenge Jean is Sophie, causing the smile he had on his face to disappear the moment he spots the mind mage. The mood around him shifts immediately, and the pressure intensifies.

Neither he nor Sophie speak.

Sophie’s swarm of mana constructs surrounds her, all of them shooting throughout the area, at which point they start preparing barriers and fields. Meanwhile, Blackie leaves her shadow, reaches Jean, and enters his. Jean lets it all happen, and as his own shadow tries to restrict him, he moves anyway. His muscles bulge, twist, and pull as he walks, tearing at his shadow, which stays behind with Blackie, who instead throws itself into a pile of rocks and grows into a golem twice Jean’s height.

The bearded man doesn’t even turn around, he just swings his arm, his strength in combination with some active skill, tearing the golem apart and throwing the pieces away.

Projectiles reach him, but each one shifts slightly as he tugs on them with his [Pull], and they all miss while crashing into the space around him.

He then reaches into the air, dragging his arm in a pulling motion towards himself.

The piece of floating island Sophie is on first begins to shake as it’s drawn toward him. That enormous mass of floating stone. At first, it moves slowly, but its speed continues to increase, with his muscles shining in sweat as if he weren’t just pulling with a skill, but with his body as well.

I’m sure Sophie launches a barrage of mental attacks against him, but I also know Jean, for some reason, has a very deep hatred of mind mages. Out of all Earth’s tutorial participants, his mental defenses are among the best. Even so, as the floating island crashes against him in an explosion of debris and rock, his movements stop, and his expression turns blank.

His fingers straighten and pull together, and his hand moves in a stabbing motion towards his own head. His fingers pierce his eye and head towards his brain, only for his hand to stop at the last moment.

Jean regains his senses and pulls that hand out slowly, together with the remaining pieces of his eye. His blood is dripping down his face and from his fingers to roll down his forearm, yet he refuses to break eye contact with Sophie.

Likely because, by reaching a closer distance, he breaks through her natural barrier and defenses and pulls her body towards him, causing her to shoot like a rocket at him. His bloodied hand grabs her around her neck, and just as he squeezes, she disappears, only to be replaced by Blackie, with whom she switched places.

That black shadow twists and coils around Jean, attempting to hold him back. Stones from the area continue to be grabbed by Sophie’s bond as he tries to grow back into a golem, yet the man doesn’t even seem to care about him. The damage caused by Blackie seems to be doing even less than before, and each step Jean takes just breaks the bond apart.

Sophie, meanwhile, stands about a mile away on another floating island as it moves through the air. Around her, rocks form into dense javelins, further sharpened by her mana and littered with parts of her swarm clinging to them, covering them in inscriptions to make them stronger. She does all of it incredibly quickly, possibly tapping into thought acceleration a little bit or having plenty of these things stored and prepared. She also must know that the more she uses attacks against that man, the weaker they temporarily become, so her manipulation stays in reserve.

Her projectiles launch at him at high speed, just as he begins pulling on the floating island she stands on. It is incredible to watch it shift and gradually pick up speed, as if moved by the sheer strength of a single body.

Stone projectiles are pulled, redirected, and smashed through, and Jean bends down and grabs a piece of stone.

Sophie immediately moves to dodge, just as Jean pulls back and throws it with full force.

A loud thud sounds as the stone launches, and I see Sophie watch it with wide-open eyes.

And nothing happens, causing Jean to tilt his head in confusion, only for both of them and us outside to realize at the same time what just happened.

The stone just disintegrated under the sheer force of the throw.

Unfazed, Jean stretches his hand toward a nearby floating island, and a chunk of metal-like ore rips from its side, hurtling through the air and slamming into his hand with a heavy thump.

Without hesitation, he pulls back again, buries his feet into the ground, and throws. And though Sophie tries to dodge, a sonic boom thunders, and one of her legs explodes into a burst of pink mist.

            


Chapter 753 - A glass of juice


                Another piece of metal ore gets pulled into Jean’s hand, and he throws it. It breaks through the barriers, slowing down a little with each one, and even then, the fire shield melts it into glowing liquid metal, which begins to drop and fall across Sophie’s body, burning through her skin.

The same happens with another, bigger piece, and liquid metal splashes across Sophie’s face, burning her lips and chin.

Jean throws Blackie away again, and while pulling at the piece of stone Sophie’s standing on, he continues to throw anything that comes into his hand her way.

And when it looks like the last piece will blow off her head, she disappears, only to be replaced with Blackie.

Jean turns around, pulling Sophie towards him at the same moment stone spears pierce the ground under him. It almost looks like he will shrug it off, but I notice how different they are, much denser and more durable, likely having been prepared over the duration of the fight.

They skewer Jean, a few of them piercing through his body, and yet even that doesn’t stop him. Once again, he holds Sophie up by the throat.

“I could have killed you instead of doing this, but I want to tell you one thing. Don’t step in my way. You are only alive because of the deal I made with your friend.” He holds her throat as he continues to squeeze.

“Yeah? Then come on and try to get me outside. I’ll take you down with me every time, you bitch” she hisses and puts her hand on his.

Jean squeezes, and Sophie’s head pops from her body and falls down, followed by the body.

Standing there, his expression turns blank. Then his hands start moving. He starts tearing off pieces of his body, revealing his rib cage, tearing out his organs, and throwing away one of his legs. In the end, he grabs his beating heart, which seems bigger than it has any right to be, and squishes it, disappearing from the event at the same time. 

Another challenger appears. The thylarin woman who just stares at where Jean was with a confused expression.

 







 

The challenges renew with the rest of the group finally participating.

Izzy wins against multiple Hell difficulty guys before she ends up facing Min-Jae, who exploits his longer range and spends the fight fleeing from Noodle while sniping both of them with a particular focus on Izzy. It ends up being one of the longer fights, but he does win in the end. He then goes on to win against another Hell difficulty thylarin before beating both Dennis and Aaron, one after another.

When Maya gets her turn, though, he loses, even though he can throw bus-sized boulders at her like it’s nothing. He still can’t break through her dark blue armor, and by using Boost, she moves herself through the air as if she were leaping off the air itself. Then, at close range, he has no chance, even as he puts up a truly impressive fight.

Maya gets to face Klara, the redheaded king of the 2nd round of Earth’s tutorial. Both of them are nearly equal and seem to have a lot of fun before Maya just barely squeaks out loss in the end. Klara then gets defeated immediately by one of the stronger thylarin guys because of her wounds.

For a few rounds, some other people get to have some fun. Gareth, Brainiac, Yama, and a few of the more powerful thylarin before Tess joins in.

Then it is twenty wins for her in a row.

The moment someone appears, she shamelessly puts a five-mile distance in between them, using her flight and speed to do so. And from that distance, she just snipes them down, either by just using Endurium javelins or, for the more dangerous opponents, her railgun-like attack. With impressive single-target piercing damage, barely anyone endures more than a few attacks, and with her talents, Tess saves a lot of her resources.

There are fewer and fewer people as time goes on, and it becomes obvious the event is coming to a close when finally Savant participates as well.

The moment he appears, he pulls out his Sword of Aeons and absorbs the movement of some of the floating pieces of the island and uses that kinetic energy to charge Tess, who continues to put more and more distance between them.

Red and white lightning crackles around her hair and body as she moves from side to side, avoiding something I can’t see from my place outside the event, and her projectiles often get their kinetic energy absorbed or deflected by his sword. Orange light starts ramping up around Savant, often shooting and expanding far into the distance in a single direction, which Tess is straining to avoid at all cost.

And though she is trying to put distance between them, Savant proves himself just as fast, not allowing her to do so.

“My power answers to me alone,” Tess declares, and multiple attacks shoot from her.

This time, the man fails to absorb any of them. A javelin stabs into his side, and the one about to pierce his chest he deflects with his left arm, which he absorbed so long ago, along with its durable bones.

Finally, Tess charges him with all the lightning pulled close to her body, her blonde hair flowing around her head. Her movements are fast and explosive, like a mix of Maya’s trained martial arts and Lily’s unpredictable brutality. In her arms, a spear made entirely of red and white lightning forms, and it continues to shrink and elongate as she needs to confuse her opponent.

Meanwhile, Savant moves as little as possible and always does so as sharply as he can. His eyes don’t seem to even blink as he wields his weapon and continues attempting to pressure Tess with his [Dawn].

I continue to watch their fight as I stand up and gently set Biscuit back on the ground. I wave at the others and start walking towards my room.

The door into the house opens with a creak, and I grab some snacks left on the table as I pass by.

[Mana Manipulation - lvl 74 > Mana Manipulation - lvl 75]

Reaching the stairs, I start walking up with the wood creaking under my feet just as Savant avoids another stab from Tess, dropping his sword in the process, only for the orange light to cover his arm. He swings at her, resulting in a splash of her blood pouring from the wound he’s caused.

Lightning around Tess sizzles, burning off the blood and stopping the bleeding, and from ten miles away, a javelin comes flying. The one she’d been setting up even as they fought. It comes flying with high speed from behind Savant just as her hand touches his shoulder, and lightning stuns him for a moment.

The javelin bores a hole through his chest and barely misses Tess, who immediately goes in for the kill.

I open the door into my room, take the blanket off the two boxes on the ground, and sit on one of them. The conical metallic shape of the warheads always seems so eerie, especially now.

On the screen, the second heart Savant absorbed finally beats. The one he hadn’t been using until now, in an attempt to hide it from me. Thinking I wouldn’t notice, though I saw through him the very moment he showed up here.

That heart sends void energy through his body and reaches out towards Tess, tearing her lightning apart to her sheer surprise. Her hand slams against his neck, wounding it, but not killing him, as it now lacks any mana.

The next moment, Savant moves his more durable left arm, finally killing her in the end.

As she disappears, he stands there calmly and touches his neck while moving his head from side to side and checking his state.

The next moment, Tacita appears inside, and all of that goes out of the window as he goes into full panic mode. His body turns to a blur as he damages his ligaments and muscles with the movement, and he barely dodges a slash through the air where he just stood. He doesn’t even get a moment to breathe as she disappears, with just a glowing line tracing the air around her dagger coated in mana.

Orange light explodes towards her, but this time her field doesn’t seem to activate. She just steps through it as if it wasn’t there and totally outspeeds her opponent with a series of attacks ending with a dagger stabbed into his chest.

Savant moves back, pulling it out and throwing it on the ground, and in the next moment, much more mana blasts out of him, all pulled from the sword he holds. And he pours all of it into powering his domain skill.

Unfortunately, Tacita’s already vanished, nowhere to be seen.

Like a stable light, that orange color of his [Dawn] fills the area when he locates Tacita. She is now two miles away, sitting on one of the smaller floating boulders and just watching him.

Everyone must realize how crazy her movement is, especially as she uses no mana. It is different to use your Dexterity or mana for sudden bursts of high speed, but to keep it up for a longer period of time? And with such ease and no wounds at that? She’s the only person I have met so far who can do that.

I don’t even watch all that closely, as I’m sure of her victory, especially against her wounded opponent. Instead, I carefully pick up the warheads and set them both on the ground next to each other while I sit in front of them.

The body upgrade, though still ongoing, isn’t as dangerous as it was at the start, and I push it into the background as I feed my mana into the batteries that have been placed in the metal cones and activate the logic cores, one after another. The entire setup around the warheads lights up and starts letting out a deep, barely audible hum.

Savant, as expected, dies to Tacita’s dagger, and a new challenger appears inside after ten seconds of waiting, as no one else remains or seems willing to enter and face her.

My sister in her full glory.

A blink. A cut.

Victoria’s head is sent flying, cleanly separated from her neck.

The span of a heartbeat passes.

A new body regrows from her severed head. A new head grows from her neck, too. Both Victorias move at high speed, forcing Tacita to dance around with her incredible movement speed to avoid both of the attackers. The pressure of that high speed causes the Victorias to break apart across the ground.

From these pieces, five duplicates stand up, only for Tacita to turn into a blur. When she stops, all five duplicates break into cut off pieces.

One Victoria regrows and smashes into the ground, causing a huge explosion, and the use of such a surge of strength breaks the body. From it, two duplicates reform, moving like a blur in between the falling pieces and running at Tacita.

I force myself to take my eyes off the screen and continue launching the protocols and gathering more of the mana in my body. I continue to do my checkups and partially trigger my preparations, lastly performing one last test to see if what I have planned will work out.

[Manifestation - lvl 29 > Manifestation - lvl 30]

[Manifestation - lvl 30 > Manifestation - lvl 31]

[Ley Line - lvl 69 > Ley Line - lvl 70]

All seems well, and I allow myself to watch the rest of the fight, already knowing the result.

As stubborn as she can be, Victoria is also a very logical person. If it’s not a life or death situation, she will never show her full capabilities, even when doing so might let her win. When we fought Lissandra, she must have noticed and understood how much Victoria was holding back. In the end, Lissandra called Victoria an Absolute candidate, and that says plenty.

It is likely that Victoria didn’t go into this fight with the thought of winning, so much as to gather more data on one of the most deadly attendees currently in any round of the tutorial. A future S rank, feeling like it should be nearly impossible for her not to become one.

And Tacita just doesn’t slow down, quite the opposite. The longer the fight goes on, the more she seems to be getting warmed up, increasing her speed even now as she supports her Dexterity with a small moment of mana use.

Ten Victorias, all tearing their bodies as they overclock themselves to their fullest capacity and generate incredible speed and strength, barely cause her any trouble as she dances in between them. She throws daggers with perfect timing. She avoids attacks like she can sense them through her instincts, and she just does not slow down.

One more Victoria regrows from one of the pieces, and for a moment, she stands there, looking at her opponent. Then Victoria nods.

“I have lost,” she says and leaves the event.

The next moment, a final challenger appears. Adrian stands there, facing Tacita, who, for the first time, enters her camouflage and disappears from all senses and sight.

Taking it as a signal, I go all in and activate the trigger I made. Once it is activated, it cannot be stopped, and it will cause the warheads to explode.

Tacita’s blurry movement comes to a halt just as she reaches Adrian. The field around her becomes visible and flickers out as she’s held in the air by that transparent red half-figure behind the man. She throws her daggers at him, but both of them stop mid-air as if they’ve just hit a wall and fall to the ground. Tacita almost hisses as she struggles to get away from the firm grip. It all seems almost dreamlike for her to get caught seemingly so easily after all of that.

She swings with another dagger she pulls from her clothes, but it doesn’t damage the figure at all. Her field fails to activate again.

Adrian lets go of her, and she stands there, shocked, as her feet touch the ground again.

No one can follow her as she bursts into motion at high speed and grabs the two daggers she threw at Adrian before. The transparent red figure disappears, and the man takes on a battle stance.

It looks like time slowed down on the screen as I watch her reach him while swinging her dagger in a movement that’s hard to even perceive.

Adrian moves his hand ahead and strikes her forearm, redirecting her attack. His other hand moves to the other side as he does the same with her other attack. Then, while she is thrown off balance, he moves at a burst of speed higher than hers. He moves in front of her and slams his fist into her belly.

As Tacita staggers back, she seems to be falling down, but it’s more like she’s using the momentum of that to redirect her body to explode into another burst of movement.

Before she can do that, Adrian reaches her again. One of his hands strikes her wrist again, causing her to release one of her daggers; which he then grabs and thrusts the blade into her chest in another burst of speed. Then the transparent red figure forms over him again and slams down with both hands with fingers woven together, and crushes the woman.

I turn back to the warheads and fully release the trigger, and start counting down the seconds as the lights of the inscriptions start shining brightly and the hum intensifies. A high pitch starts ringing through the space in a constantly repeating rhythm that almost feels like a heartbeat.

“Nathaniel, I’m here, waiting for you,” I hear from the screen, the same as everyone else.

I stand up and move towards the table from which I take a bottle of the juice they left here for me, pour it into a glass, and take a sip.

Then, taking another sip, I look towards the screen and glance at the warheads. The light is now very bright, and the pitch might start to damage my ears soon. People outside begin noticing it too, and the rising temperature starts setting the room on fire.

The glass in my hand cracks from the heat and breaks, spilling the juice on the ground, and I watch as the blanket burns while licking my fingers.

I say towards the air, “Ruby, I know you’re probably watching, so just one thing. I have seen many people bring precharged attacks into the 4th event. For example, that thylarin guy who charged up his sword with oscillating mana or Maya pre-compressing her mana, and plenty of others. I can give you every example as I made sure to remember them. So, I count these two warheads as the same thing. You guys better keep it that way and make sure Diligence doesn’t try to say it’s against the rules and leave it outside.”

I take a step forward and come to a stop in front of the warheads as I say, “Otherwise, if they stay here, quite a few people will be blown to bits.”

Then I challenge the man standing in the arena through the tournament system notification.

I appear in front of Chris, who smiles at me and then twists his head in confusion at the two brightly glowing warheads in between us.

“What…” he doesn’t get to finish as I manifest what looks like a transparent avatar behind me.

It’s dark blue, but in places it is brightly light blue, with all the scars I now have showing on it. All my scars and all my constructs as well. My physique, my circuits, the pathways too. It’s densely covered in them.

My manifested vessel through which I can channel all the mana I have, instead of forcing it through my weak body.

Then, both of the warheads explode at the same time.

            


Chapter 754 - Vessel


                The flash blinds me, and I observe the rest with my other senses. The initial fireball heats up, reaching a temperature I can’t even begin to grasp properly. It quickly grows, surrounding both of us and reaching further. Everything inside it is set ablaze.

I grab currents of heat from the explosion between us. It is the hottest I’ve ever dealt with… until now, and dealt is a strong word. Thankfully, there’s no need to deal with a body upgrade if you may as well not have a body.

All of my muscles turn to ash that is then blown off as my skeleton is thrown through the air at high speed.

The fireball from the explosion spreads much further as the two explosions merge into a single burning sphere. My eyes restore themselves just for a moment, long enough to see the color of the explosion shift from bright white to more of a yellow splotched with white. 

Only my absorption of the kinetic energy of the shockwave and the heat of the explosion stops my skeleton from disintegrating right where I am. Everything else around me breaks apart and melts, with the strong winds throwing everything, me included, far into the distance.

There are just two places I bother to protect more than the others, my chest cavity with my hearts and my brain. All the while, I absorb as much of that heat as I can and channel it through the only thing that remains, my bones, which are glowing brightly with the myriad inscriptions I etched into them before and throughout the tournament.

My manifested vessel behind me takes over all that pressure. This vessel has been created thanks to a part of my mind I’ve named Mapthaniel, which, for months, has been using a big part of my mental capacity to map out my body to learn about myself as much as possible. After all, I need all that information for [Manifestation] to work.

The vessel allows me to work in such a way that my mind is left as the only limiting factor. Especially now that I have a low pristine passive, allowing me to push further and further, I realized more and more that it was mostly my body limiting me. All these useful if restricting constructs, these annoying pathways, are all now hosted in the vessel I’ve manifested, with my mana heart connected to it through [Ley Line],[Manifestation], [Redistribution], and [Mana Manipulation].

The arena turns into a burning hell. All the floating islands are destroyed, blasted away, with the heat feeling like it might burn away at reality itself. Just a tiny piece of my skin remains, and under it, my passive activates. It combusts under the skin, powered by all the heat I’ve been redistributing into thermal energy. More skin regrows, the combustion continues, and my body regenerates in mere heartbeats. Much faster than pre-tournament, and not only thanks to that immense heat. It is thanks to my impressively low Constitution.

Then, as my body restores, it burns again to restore again, in unending cycles as the superheated air melts my flesh, face, eyes, everything, only for my passive to restore it so I can suffer again.

And yet, I’m not being counted as dead.

I am not thrown out of the event.

My restored teeth clack against each other on my face, which is mostly just a skull without flesh, as I feel like laughing out loud. I use my vessel to grab all that never-ending heat and thermal energy and start converting it into mana.

I reach towards a halo of spinning mana I’ve placed inside my skull, around my brain, and that I have been feeding mana the entire tournament, whenever I could.

It’s more than enough to make my body explode, to break me even further than it already has. Yet it doesn’t. My vessel takes on all that strain. It perfectly mirrors my movements, slightly transparent dark blue with bright pale blue glowing scars and a myriad of inscriptions of my constructs. Just like Adrian’s half-figure, it stands behind me, though mine is only a head taller than I am.

I move my hand, and my vessel copies the movement. Only it has a halo of mana over its head, and that halo quickly turns pitch black. I use it to power [Focus] and slide as far into thought acceleration as I can.

My body regenerates further, flesh and skin regrowing over bones that seem like they’re steps away from melting apart, and I hold on to the heat that’s swimming around me. The destruction is now far-reaching, going so far as to ignite islands several miles away. As my eyes restore again, I can see a bright yellow sphere burning in front of me.

Just three seconds have passed since I entered the event.

My vessel moves according to my will, and it channels all that mana. It then compresses it, and the dark blue of the mana it is made of turns black.

Pitch black, with the light blue scars still mirroring the positions they’ve taken up on my body, and two points of blue and golden light where my hearts glow inside. Though it is just a shape of me and does not see, two golden circles form where the eyes should be.

I move my hand together with the vessel, and a sphere of black mana surrounds us, fully closing us off from the outside world. All the shockwaves, destruction, and heat disappear as if they never existed. Then I feel an impact that ripples through the black liquid like a surface, and we’re being thrown by an explosion. And I continue to count down.

My body restores itself fully, though it feels like my bones are burning inside of my flesh with a kind of pain I’ve never felt before. I transfer the rest of the heat into mana, which my black vessel absorbs and uses to power the sphere.

Another attack crashes against that sphere, and I shoot off like a cannonball into the distance.

Seven seconds.

I allow thermal energy from my Ignition Heart to flood me. I partially lift the last seal, just a little bit, as much as I can handle. Thanks to my connection to the vessel, especially thanks to the ridiculous [Manifestation], that thermal energy and mana can’t burn through my body. It doesn’t even begin to seep into it, instead appearing inside the vessel.

In a way, it is as if the vessel isn’t truly outside me, it’s more like the vessel is inside my body, a true part of me, and what I’m seeing is just a visualization.

I continue to strengthen the barrier further and further, feeling a ridiculous amount of mana crash against it in powerful, but thankfully, mana-based attacks. I’m being thrown through the arena as someone tries to crack me open like a walnut. It once again makes me realize just how ridiculous black mana is and reminds me of Lissandra’s words that there will be no Champion, no mana-based Absolute, not wary of me if I want it.

And it is not just the mana resistance the black sphere has, as it endures it and even absorbs the attacks to make itself stronger. The sphere of black mana is also proving durable against the surrounding heat, as well as whatever aftereffects of the explosion.

Five seconds.

The black mana continues to try to escape my control, a ridiculous amount of it I have never managed before. My minds are all overclocked, thought accelerated, combining and separating into many parts. It all gives me a feeling that I could last as long as I need, and my confidence rises.

Then a crack appears on the sphere, causing me to stare at it.

What a ridiculous alien bastard.

I lift the seal on the Ignition Heart further, flooding my vessel with thermal energy. Those golden flames surround it before I grab it and turn it to mana, but this time, keeping it inside the vessel for use. I gather as much as I can, lifting the seal more and more. Like I’m poking a hole in a dam.

The crack on the sphere spreads further, and the radiation and heat of the surrounding area start flooding in.

Four seconds.

I take a deep breath, and the world around me seems to slow as transparent red fingers slip through the crack and push it wider, while the black mana draws mana from them and leaves them growing steadily paler.

Before the sphere cracks fully, I move all the mana it consists of, and like currents, it floods around me before being pulled to my vessel.

The elongated arm of the red figure pulls back to where Adrian hangs, floating in the air. There is not the slightest mark on his body or his clothes as he floats in front of the fireball, which now burns miles behind him. The colors of that fireball shift from yellow to orange and deep red. From its smoke, a tall mushroom column starts to form. The air itself still feels like it is vibrating, and the heat begins to attack me again.

I move my vessel, and two javelins of black mana shoot ahead, followed by an [Empyrean Lance] that’s longer than a bus. The first black javelin disappears, the second one crashes against the barrier and feeds on it, and the lance pierces the same spot, reaching Adrian before that red figure moves and grabs it. The lance breaks in half under its grip.

Adrian’s expression is difficult to read, but so are the emotions I’ve hidden away. Currently, I likely feel like someone wanting to fight, to challenge this man. And he acknowledges it.

The transparent red figure behind him grows in size. At first, it’s the size of a small building, then as two. It grows into the shape of a skyscraper and then further, expanding to fill an area of about half a mile.

Three seconds.

One of its arms lifts high in the air, and a staff appears in it. The second one reaches to the side, and a transparent, crystalline sword forms there, which starts absorbing the heat from the area and trapping it inside. An audible boom expands through the area, and from the tip of the staff, an inscription circle spreads through the sky, multiple miles wide.

I let go of every worry, every useless thought. The seal on the Ignition Heart lifts fully, and for the shortest moment, thermal energy at the level of a powerful Champion floods my vessel from its center, where the shape of my thermal heart is. All my minds combine into a single one as I do my utmost to turn it all into mana with the aid of the black mana itself that powers the effort, and then takes over all of the mana created.

My vessel grows in size, too, but only until it’s about two heads taller than me. The golden circles on the black head look like burning wheels.

Two seconds.

The figure behind Christoph swings down with the staff, and the circle activates. All colors in the area turn red, and from the sky, a single beam of mana shoots from the middle where the inscription was. As thick as my arm, it reaches, aiming at the center of my chest.

All the black mana I’ve gathered moves in front of me, creating a single, just wide enough, angled segment barrier that deflects the beam as it continues to fall on my position in a constant stream of mana. A huge amount of mana continues to feed into the black mana, causing big, pale blue sparks to shoot from the surface like sparks from an angle grinder.

For a few moments, I block it, and Adrian does not do anything other than shoot at that single spot as we push against each other.

The stream of mana eventually pierces through and drills a hole through the middle of my chest, damaging both of my hearts and piercing through my vessel as well before stretching multiple miles into the distance in an unbroken line.

One second.

Flames flood through my body, pouring from my damaged Ignition heart, combusting and closing the wound, but leaving behind my damaged hearts. Both of them falter, weakening and slowing down.

I grab hold of all the black mana around me, move it again back into the vessel as I watch the other hand of the figure moving, the one holding the building-sized sword. It moves slowly like a giant of immense weight, but it continues to speed up, the movement cutting through the aftereffects of the explosion and reverberating through the air. It swings the sword, and a bright light explodes toward me. Bright white and yellow.

Yeah, there is no way I’ll be blocking that. It’s not even mana, just the heat from the explosion gathered together and condensed. Unlike mana, I do not have enough defenses to guard against it.

But do I really need to?

The notification I expected and waited for finally rings.

 



Congratulations. You have completed all three objectives of your personalized Absolute candidate quest authorized by the system.

- Raise the skill [Mana Manipulation] to Level 75

- Channel 50,000 stat points worth of mana within one second without any external assistance

- Confront a Champion level being without any of its power diminished, alone, for a duration of ten seconds

 



Congratulations, you have gained the title of Absolute Candidate!

 

You can now choose 2 of the five personalized rewards.

- low pristine passive

- low pristine item

- three active skills combination token

- trait evolution token

- 1 day Earth visitor token

 



Undergoing body upgrade has been detected. Your state of an Absolute Candidate will further aid your Individual Enhancement.

Your Mana Physique becomes greatly integrated into your being.

Your Mana Wavelength Iris becomes greatly integrated into your being.

 



I read that notification in a split second, and a wave of satisfaction washes over me. I love it when things come together.

Then I forfeit the event and get teleported outside to the common area.

            


Chapter 755 - Where are you headed?


                POV Sophie Martinez

When the fight ends, the wall on the side of Nathaniel’s room explodes, and I see his figure step through before using that kinetic movement to appear next to us.

We don’t say anything, and neither does he, as he looks us over. Then he lies down on the ground before saying, “Lily, I might need a bit of help over here.”

The body upgrade that he seemed to have gradually gotten under control, now, for some reason, has begun to ravage his body again.

Lily is beside him before he even finishes, and I see Tess nudging Biscuit and saying, “Go and help him too. Your stupid bond wouldn’t ask for help if it wasn’t serious.”

The corgi moves as well and expands in size to his adult form before jumping on Nathaniel’s chest. His weird primordial energy flickers around him, and finally, Nathaniel seems to breathe out in a sigh of relief. Not like it is obvious to see. I’m sure this man is still arrogant enough to think he can handle anything on his own. And I don’t know what I should find more ridiculous, the fact that he survived the explosion of two modified thermonuclear warheads directly to the face, or the fact that he did it all while dealing with a body upgrade.

I can estimate most of what he has to deal with, and I heard about his current constitution and his new plan to exploit said low constitution to make deeper changes during the body upgrade. It’s even edited his body and constructs enough to let him create what he’s dubbed a vessel in combination with the help of an, honestly, ridiculous skill known as [Manifestation].

There are many things that should be causing his death, and yet here he is, scarier than ever.

The image of the thermonuclear warheads exploding and the contrast between his expression and Christoph’s surprise still stays in my mind. It is obvious that Christoph is much, much more powerful. Hell, the guy even seems to be more stable than the average Easy difficulty person. But it all stinks, it stinks so much, especially with Izzy telling me that she hasn’t noticed Christoph lying, not even once.

Yet, I don’t know who I’d bet on if it came down to it.

“Congratulations on having your question as to whether or not you could survive an atomic bomb answered,” Tess says, and I think she’s talking to distract him from whatever’s happening to his body now.

“Tess, it was just two of the smaller ones, it almost doesn’t count.”

“Nat, I don’t think that’s how it works. But tell me, how does it feel?”

“A little cool.”

“You’re going to be a menace when we return to Earth.”

“Nah, Tess, humans are scary, and they’re just too good at killing. Just wait, some Hard difficulty guy is going to bring magical metals back to Earth, and some country will lock their scientists in a lab. Then they’ll create a magic bullet, a weapon, or something that’ll be able to kill me. They don’t have to erase my body for that, and they’ll probably try to shoot out my brain through my eye or something from miles away. That’s what I would do.”

“Wouldn’t you sense the kinetic movement of a bullet heading towards you? I bet you could catch it if you really wanted.”

That makes Nathaniel go quiet, though it might be because of his body as he closes his eyes.

“What if they try to shoot me while I’m pooping?” he asks after a few seconds.

Next to me, Izzy chuckles.

I shake my head, checking the timer. Only around 20 minutes remain until the end of the tournament. The 4th event took almost the entirety of the last day. Then I look back at Nathaniel. He’s slimmer now. Not in a way that makes him look ill, but that feels as if his body is denser. It’s easy to see, even on his face, though his eyes show no suffering, nor do they show any of the effort all of this required.

Maybe I’m the only one other than Lily who fully understands it. That man is just taking it all too casually. As if he’s locked into a single goal, the likes of which allows him to ignore things that should break him. And I think I’m the only one to understand another thing, what a glorious mind he has. His incredibly conductive body, his huge mana reserves, his powerful traits and passives, and hearts… I think they are nothing in comparison to his mind.

As someone with the sort of talents I have, I can see it. It’s like he thinks differently from us. And by his mind, I don’t mean the effort or focus he can put into things, though all of it is impressive. No, what continues to surprise me more and more is his ability to separate his minds, combine, or focus them on a single task, and do all of that at such high speeds.

His ability to throw himself into those currents of thought without worrying about losing himself inside. Not even for a moment does he seem to accept the fact that it could happen, even though he must remember Faora and how shattered her mind became when she tried to do the same.

What a maniac.

“Izzy, did you manage to record everything?” I ask my sister.

Before she can answer, Nathaniel calls, “Sophie, I fucking swear, if you’ve been supporting her in making those edits of me…”

“Oh, shut up,” I shout back at him. “I just want to rewatch what Christoph was doing, his inscription circles, and the other things.”

“I have to remind you I’m an extremely petty person, Sophie, if you’re lying to support that terrible hobby of hers, I will have my revenge.”

“Will you have your revenge against me, too, Nat?” Izzy asks.

That causes the lunatic to shut up, finally, and Izzy giddily dances with her upper body while giving him a little laugh. I wonder what feelings she just felt.

My sister then leans closer and puts her arm on me while whispering very quietly, “Go over there and help him, too.”

I look at her and just nod. I trust Izzy.

Standing up, I say to Nat, “I’m bored, I want to look over the process of your body upgrade.”

“Go away,” he calls from the ground.

“Biscuit, attack,” I say instead.

The corgi looks at me and then at Nat, who stares at him with a blank expression. As always, the cute little animal proves very smart and understanding when he wants to be, and Nat knows what’s coming.

“I will have my revenge,” the lunatic threatens from his place on the ground, before Biscuit expands in size and jumps to viciously attack his face.

 







 

POV Nathaniel

The tournament’s ended, and it’s been two days since I found myself back in the Megacity. I spent those two days lying in my bed and dealing with the additional wave of my body upgrade. As a result, my room in the headquarters of the Primordial Knights is destroyed, along with the array that surrounded it. I worry they will have me pay. I’ve seen the contract, that sum will be high.

I don’t even remember what happened very much after leaving the tournament, losing the help of the others made it increasingly difficult. But I dealt with it anyway. I knew I could.

Now I stand up in front of the mirror, tired, but feeling unstoppable as the pain is entirely gone, causing me to feel incredibly light. The body upgrade has finally ended, and its gains are much bigger than I expected.

I used the upgrade to etch deeper inside of me and strengthened each of my constructs as I did, because why the hell not.

I have gained a new chance at trait strengthening. So instead of three, I can now do four. That makes me wonder what the limit is and how long it’ll take for my trait to become something as special as Parallax Eyes.

Though this alone would be worth all of that pain and losing out on some tournament rewards.

But I also got a way to manifest what I call a vessel. The same as with improving my constructs, I used the opportunity to map my body and make changes that allow me to manifest that vessel to deal with mana and possibly primordial energies instead of me. It is a temporary solution, of course, and not something I want to rely on.

I still want to be able to channel mana so perfectly that it becomes possible even through a body with a Constitution of 10 or something crazy like that. In a way, manifesting my vessel will be like a clear sign that shit is getting serious.

And of course, there’s the fact that I, at times during the body upgrade, ran the Restrictive Training Emblem to increase my stats. Anyone caught in my situation would’ve done the same. I wonder if that made some parts of the process more difficult, but well, it worked out. In the end, it gained me nearly 40 Strength and Dexterity. Each. And one extra point of Constitution for some reason.

Then there’s the fact that I’ve gained the title of Absolute Candidate, thanks to Adrian. When we started disappearing from the event, I expected him to be angry, disappointed, or surprised. But there was none of that, more than anything, he seemed to be happy. It makes me nervous. Yet another thing to think of.

However, the Absolute Candidate title also improved the body upgrade, as I hoped. I still don’t know what my traits being greatly integrated into my being means, but it can’t be anything bad.

With the title come the rewards, which I still have to pick from, though I already have a few favorites.

Lastly, the fact that I have this title means my 3rd trait at Level 400 and primary class at Level 450 are going to be monstrous. Like, truly. And even until then, all my offered rewards should be improved. Passives, items, everything.

That’s what I really wanted, what I ran after, and now that I have it after all this effort, I don’t feel as excited as I thought I would be. I know I’m incomparably stronger than before. Yet, I just feel a bit tired, burned out.

I force myself to smile in front of the mirror, but my reflection doesn’t show it. Instead, that asshole stands there with his upper body naked and visible scars tracing his body. My shoulder, side, chest, right forearm, elbow, the one going from the bottom of my left cheek through my neck, and more.

I touch a few of them before just shrugging and putting on a white T-shirt without any print.

Moving across the room, I sit behind the table and start eating a slightly stale, day-old pastry I find on it.

Of course, there’s also the matter of my tournament rewards. Though I only won the second event and fought Adrian in the last one, I got myself a spot as 5th in the total rankings. And yet, I can’t bring myself to be disappointed. In the end, the tournament almost didn’t matter this time.

I open and reread the notification.

 



Congratulations on completing your 3rd tournament!

The fourth tournament will occur four years from the start of your tutorial. All rounds from Earth’s tutorial will compete together against Nythis and 8 other planets undergoing their own tutorial.

 



Congratulations, you have placed fifth overall in the 3rd tournament of Earth’s tutorial. Your rewards have been improved.

You have rejected all event rewards in order to increase your final rewards. Your rewards have been improved.

Please choose 1 out of 3 possible rewards:

- Passive skill combination token (up to mid-arcane rarity)

- Passive skill (mid arcane)

- 1,500,000 shards

 



So now I’m a bit richer. That’s all. The rewards truly are much worse outside of the top three, or maybe I’m just too used to more “luxurious” rewards. It makes me wonder what Adrian even wanted or hoped to gain from the tournament. Though I should meet with Ruby today, and might find out.

Looking at the notification, I also remember what Maya said.

“Do you think Nythis will tell the other eight planets about how this tournament went, and they will all group up against us?”

It can’t be, right?

 







 

When I exited the tournament before, Ruby summoned me to her weird, neverending space. Then she just checked on me and sent me to a room in the headquarters with a promise to talk later. That’s what I try to do now, after finding her where she told me to meet up with her, in one of the smaller restaurants behind the inner walls of the Megacity.

Now, instead of talking about the things we should be talking about, she’s just dragging me all over the city. We visit a barber where she pays to get my hair cut and styled. Then we visit a bakery where I get to taste what’s probably one of the best cheesecake like things I’ve ever tasted in my life.

Our next stop is a liquor shop where she has me taste several varieties, then buys a bottle of all the ones I enjoy, even a little. She pays tens of thousands of shards, just for that.

She shows me a tree that Pathfinder Thane planted when she started building the city. It is heavily protected and seems to have produced a few weird orange-like fruits. Ruby tells me she sometimes steals some when Thane annoys her.

I listen to her tell stories from Eladore pre-destruction, about her master Lissandra, and how Ruby was just sent to her to spy before everything changed. I also hear a few stories about pre-Absolute Lissandra, a young girl born into a neverending war.

The entire time, Ruby disrupts my mana any time I try to train, and the whole time, I feel like I have nothing to do.

Lastly, she teleports us to one of the highest places in the Megacity: the roof of the Pathfinder’s house.

“I used to be Lioren’s Handler, and when he died back then, I did not think much of it,” she says, meeting my eyes. “I saw Adrian as less talented, if more ruthless and more willing to do whatever was required. For me, it doesn’t matter who it is or what must be sacrificed. I’ll support anyone who has even the slightest chance of killing Pride, even if that chance is as small as someone managing to kill Kindness. I don’t care if they are cruel, I do not care who dies because of it, or how many worlds fall. I want Pride dead. That is the heart of my greed.”

Looking back at her, I nod.

And she continues, “I met Adrian again two hundred years ago outside the tutorial and put him in contact with Kyralon. At the time, I didn’t think much of his plan, and I did not believe he would succeed. What he’s done by being reborn on Earth isn’t really all that special. What truly borders on the impossible is the system accepting him as an Earth native and letting him enter the tutorial a second time. Even I wouldn’t have been able to force something like that. The system isn’t easy to fool, and yet he managed it. I also understand what he is doing by sending you to me. He’s not foolish enough to believe this is going to change your view of him in any meaningful way. This is him mocking you and mocking me. He thinks he understands people far better than he actually does. His skill is not like your friend’s, and it has clear limitations.”

“Tell me more.”

She does without hesitation, “One of the reasons why so many powerful people are interested in him is that he shares a skill that is also one of Pride’s ten. That skill is called [Mirror]. Adrian uses it to reflect your emotions back onto himself, which helps him understand others and turn those emotions to his advantage. It also lets him mirror other things, such as skills, stats, and passives. There are limits at his current level, yet it remains a very powerful one. Adrian might look weak now, but he’s always been the type who grows stronger when he’s faced with stronger opponents.”

“I have a question for you.”

“Ask.”

“What does he plan to do?”

“I can tell you, but if you’re not careful, everyone you care about will die.”

“Tell me.”

She tells me, and I listen in silence. Soon after, I walk away, leaving Ruby alone on the roof.

 







 

A few days later, the Beyond rankings update one more time.

Exploration Leaders

1. Christoph (7th Floor)

 2. Adrian (6th Floor)

 3. Nyssa Volare (5th Floor)

 4. Voss (5th Floor)

 5. Orion (5th Floor)

 6. Zenith (5th Floor)

I know I have three days, so during that time, I move around the Megacity and head to the 3rd floor of Beyond. Mostly to meet and talk to people from Group 4. I also pick my rewards for the Absolute Candidate quest.

Then I wait.

Just three more days.

 







 

POV Earth

A blanket of snow covers the mountains as far as the eye can see. The powerful wind continues to blow, moving the snow through the area in a way that gives it a rough sort of beauty. That view looks like something you would put on the front page of a tourist magazine.

That’s where a man appears from the air. He looks to be in his mid-forties, and though he wears thin clothes, the cold doesn’t seem to bother him at all.

As he catches sight of a familiar view, he smiles brightly and takes a deep, slow breath. Then another.

He looks around until his eyes find a cabin nestled against the mountain nearby. One of those modern ones with big, triple-layered glass for insulation. It has a terrace, a balcony, and a road leading up to it. Nestled there, it offers a beautiful view of the valley below and the mountains surrounding it. Though it seems empty, the area around it has been cleared of snow, as if someone were taking care of it while the owner was gone.

The man smiles even more and lifts his arm.

Under an invisible force, the cottage shatters into a million tiny pieces. And the destruction just keeps coming, as if something unseen were furiously hammering at it. Then it changes, and big pieces of the mountain are torn away, building-sized boulders which are immediately flung away, crashing into the other peaks and setting off avalanches. Some of the boulders fly far into the distance, others are crushed midair.

The man, who was smiling at the start, shows a deep seated anger on his face as he screams while the destruction continues until the entire mountain is gone. He moves his slightly shaking hand through his hair and then laughs shortly with relief that sounds like he pushed a wrong memory away, the one of decades of desperation and weakness.

He then fixes his clothes and, through the snow, starts walking the road heading down towards the closest village.

 







 

POV Nathaniel

I check the timer for the last time before I stand up. Then I use the 1-day Earth visitor token.

The world around me twists in a way that doesn’t feel any more special than going on Beyond quests. It’s just the same as always. I don’t even know what I was expecting.

I find myself in the middle of what seems like a military compound with walls, vehicles, and even towers. An alarm rings right away, but I just take a step and use Wraith Dance. I repeat this multiple times until I find myself on the other end of the city.

The rush and presence of so many human beings hits me powerfully. Standing on the sidewalk, I just look around and take the view in, all these familiar smells and sights. It is weird, and I don’t know what I had expected, but none of the people here feel any more real than the natives of the tutorial.

I take another Wraith Dance to cross the street as I spot a young man showing off his new watch to a girl. When I stop, I very carefully tap on his shoulder.

“What?” he asks when he turns around, but words freeze in his mouth, and he coughs and asks again, but in a very different tone, “What?”

“Can you lend me 100 bucks? I’ll give you 100,000 tomorrow,” I ask.

He blinks in confusion multiple times and looks between the girl and me before he laughs and pulls out his wallet. “Of course, you will,” he snorts. “But take it.”

As he hands it to me in multiple bills, I take it very carefully, aware not to touch him, wary of my strength. Though I’m still heavily restricting myself, and my little tap on his shoulder didn’t break it.

I take the bills and search his expression. It is a mix of strong desire to show off, a bit of fear, but also a bit of kindness. I picked him because he seemed wealthy and an easy target, but he doesn’t seem to be a bad guy.

“Thanks, I’ll make it 200,000,” I say. “What is your name?”

Almost forgetting the girl, he laughs, “As if, but whatever. It’s John Murray.” Then adds, “just don’t spend it on alcohol, and help someone else down the road.”

I nod and remember his looks before taking another Wraith Dance and disappearing to stop in front of a convenience store. There, I walk through the aisles and pick up a can of soda to drink and wait to have my hot dog prepared.

When I pay, I make my way outside and eat it all while resting against the wall near the store. As I chew, I watch cars and people pass by, with it all feeling extremely unreal.

On the opposite side of the street, I notice a bus coming to the bus stop, so I use Wraith Dance again to bring me over to it, and I rush the rest of the distance and jump onto the bottom step as the bus doors hiss open. I move up the stairs, and the air hits me with the heavy scent of diesel and cheap cleaners. The driver, a woman with tired eyes, doesn’t look up right away.

“Good afternoon,” I say.

She glances up, a weary, practiced expression on her face. “Afternoon. Where are you headed?”

“Wherever the line goes,” I reply, handing her the ten-dollar bill I already had prepared.

She frowns slightly with a spark of annoyance in her tired eyes. “We don’t do change for a ten, pal. The bus fare is three fifty.”

“Keep it,” I say, waving it off.

She sighs, pulling a small stack of crumpled bills from beneath the counter anyway. “Nah, I gotta give you something. Three fifty is the fare.” She counts out some bills and coins, pushing a small, heavy pile toward me. “Six fifty change.”

“Thank you,” I say, taking the bills. I don’t count it, just shove the change into my jacket pocket and walk down the narrow aisle.

I pass several silent, tired human beings. A woman glued to her phone, a teenager swallowed by his oversized headphones, and an older man just staring out the glass. I head straight to the back row and choose the corner seat. I press my back firmly into the worn, rough fabric of the seat, letting the steady, powerful rumble of the engine transmit through the bus and into my bones.

The bus doors hiss shut, and the entire vehicle lurches forward, pulling away from the curb.

I lean my head against the dusty window and watch the city begin to slide by while pressing my face close to the glass, studying my own reflection.
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Chapter 756 - Threat Assessment: Extreme


                After exiting the bus, I move through the city. Either by stretching out Ley Lines or use Wraith Dance. With the city I grew up in as a base for comparison, my abilities feel incredible. The street that took so long to pass now requires just a mere second to traverse, and the hour and a hal -long bus travel is barely longer than that.

Finally, I come to a stop and look around a small park I start walking through. Though Earth is awakening, and there must be rumors, people still seem to love maintaining their schedule, and maybe all these things have caused them to cling to any hint of normalcy. Everywhere I look, there are people running, young couples on dates, and people out walking their dogs.

One such person comes to a stop next to me as her tiny brown dog halts and pulls her toward me while wagging its tail.

The young woman apologizes, “I’m sorry, she just likes to meet people. Don’t worry, she doesn’t bite, though.”

Even now, I’m still weirded out by this normal conversation. In a way, it’s Earth that feels fake now, not the tutorial.

I squat and carefully reach my hand toward the cute dog. She doesn’t even sniff my hand but immediately pushes her head against my palm. It causes me to smile, and I pet her very carefully.

“What’s her name?” I ask.

“Vivi, she is a Maltipoo,” the woman says.

Hearing her name, Vivi starts wagging her tail, licking, and jumping against my hand.

“What a cute little beast,” I smile at the dog one more time before I stand up.

The woman stares at me and nods absentmindedly before she asks, “Your eyes… Do I know you from somewhere?”

“I don’t think so?” I answer as I try to remember her face. “Nice to meet you, but I have to go.” Before leaving, I look down, “Bye bye, Vivi.”

The tiny dog barks at me a few times, and I continue walking while trying to remember the spot I had agreed upon to meet with Channeler, feeling her gaze on my back as I walk away.

I find the location after a few minutes of walking around, a small sitting area that, unlike most of the park, looks entirely new. A few wooden benches, a roof, and a small playground.

I send my senses ahead and find an empty space below it, something like a small room. My mana reaches there, and after tethering myself to the mark I make, I teleport to that room.

A small thermal orb forms in front of me, and I modify it slightly until it evenly lights the entire room as I let it float near the ceiling. Inside, I find a big, watertight box that seems to have been completely sealed. Finding no opening, I just cut it open, and inside, I find multiple stacked items.

A turned off smartphone and a few power banks in case the battery managed to discharge. I also find cans of soda, chips, some sweets, a pile of around 50,000 dollars, and a few other things. All of it’s here, left hidden for me by Channeler, either for people from Group 4 or some others. Most of it’s not even meant to be opened until after the tutorial ends in around two years. Similar caches like this are hidden all over the country and probably the world at large.

Grabbing a few snacks and a soda, I take the smartphone and slide down onto the ground, where I rest against the box and press to turn on the device. I don’t really recognize the model, so I suspect it’s likely the newest one that came out in the years we spent in the tutorial.

The logo flashes, and the phone prompts me for a code. With a sigh, I type in the one the twins forced on us.

80085

After the phone turns on, the battery still shows over 60%. Chewing on a snack bar, I open the contact list. There’s only a single name: Channeler.

I press it and call, and it takes only two rings before a careful voice asks, “Thank you for calling Capital Operations Restoration Guarantee Insurance. How may I help you?”

“Channeler, I forgot the code phrase.”

The voice on the other side cuts off for a few long seconds. “Noname?” it sounds again, as if wishing it had heard wrong.

“What’s with the tone? Did you already forget me? Were you hoping I was still stuck in thathellhole?”

“But you love it there.”

“That’s not the point.” I wave it off. “Anyway, I’m here for about 23 hours and some change before I return. Where can I find you?”

“People spy on me a lot. I don’t know how much I can share, much less if we’re being listened to.”

“Is your life in danger? Is that why you can’t give me your location?”

“No no no no. NO. Please don’t do anything radical, and don’t threaten anyone,” he quickly gets out in a panic. “I’m more than safe, it’s just that they spy.”

“Whatever, just give me the location.”

“I can send a private jet for you. I can have it ready in twenty minutes… are you eating chips?” he asks.

I throw another handful into my mouth, “Yes. The flavor’s all weird now. I’m not used to so much salt anymore. And just give me an address, I can fly there faster.”

“Okay, just please don’t… don’t cause any large-scale damage. Please, don’t cause any small-scale damage either. I’ll send you my location in a message, and you can use the navigation app.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll be there soon,” I say as I end the call.

A few seconds later, a message pings, and before leaving, I take all the money and drink one more can of soda.

 







 

POV Earth

“Colonel, sir! Colonel, sir!” The voice, sharp but bordering on frantic, echoes down the hall as two men in uniforms knock aggressively on the office door of Colonel Jonathan Kane.

The door, as if acknowledging the urgency in their address, is opened by the Colonel himself, who stands briefly to face the men. After gesturing for them to enter, he heads back to his seat surrounded by multiple computer screens.

The first man gives a quick, rigid salute before immediately moving to the desk. He taps rapidly on a ruggedized tablet, pulling up a file, and hands the device to the Colonel.

“Sir, this was received five minutes ago from NORA Outpost number Four. Priority One message,” the man says, his voice regaining some of its professionalism as he hands over the device.

Colonel Kane takes the tablet. The display shows a photo of a young man with black hair and striking brown and gray eyes. There’s a golden circle around each of his pupils. His expression is cold, almost pathologically indifferent, as he looks toward a distant guard tower armed to the teeth with guns. He’s dressed only in a simple Earth-design white shirt and black sweatpants, with no visible items on him.

Swiping the screen, Kane accesses the next file, a video log. On it, the young man seems to materialize instantaneously at the camera’s focal point before vanishing in the next frame.

The third file is an extremely slowed-down sequence, captured by a high-framerate surveillance camera. It shows the man becoming a blur as a single, impossible step covers dozens of meters in an instant.

The fourth file shows a thermal signature analysis made by another set of cameras. The brain of the man indicates an extreme level of activity, far beyond normal human capacity, marked by elevated temperature. More alarming is a heart-shaped ‘hotspot’ next to his actual heart, with a measured temperature capable of melting most metals.

The Colonel rapidly reviews the other files. A grainier, hyper-slowed-down video, footage captured through specialized lenses made from materials bought from a number of Returnees, and a final slide showing more photos. The man resting against the wall of a convenience store, eating a hot dog. The man-shaped blur flying through the sky. The man strolling through a public park.

The last display is the man’s official profile. A few lines are highlighted.

Name: Nathaniel Gwyn

Difficulty:Hell

Threat Assessment:Extreme risk to personnel and infrastructure. Avoid surveillance escalation or containment attempts. Engage only under direct authorization.

Colonel Kane places the tablet face down with a sigh. He had already memorized every detail on this profile long ago.

The second soldier, who had been standing at attention, speaks up, “Sir, should we implement Family Watch protocol and initiate a secure contact with codename ‘Channeler’, and-”

Kane lifts a hand, cutting the man off mid-sentence. “Negative. Maintain the current status quo. Do not interfere with his movements or his immediate surroundings. You are dismissed.”

“Yes, Colonel, sir!” The two men salute in unison and leave the office, pulling the door shut behind them.

Left alone, the Colonel pulls a personal smartphone from his pocket and calls the contact listed as Rafael Vaughn.

It rings twice before a voice on the other end says without skipping a beat, “I know, I know. He’s already checked in with me and will be here in a minute or two. For the love of God, don’t interfere.” The line goes dead instantly.

Kane lowers the phone, a look of tired resignation on his face. He picks up the ruggedized tablet once more and begins scrolling through the data again.

 







 

POV Nathaniel

The flight takes ten minutes. Though I could probably make it even shorter if I really wanted to. But for now, I have a little bit of time, so I enjoy the experience of flying over the planet I was born on. I don’t care one bit about who might see me, and there might be a few UFO sightings because of it.

What I find when I reach the spot the phone navigates me to is a small island just a few miles away from the coast. It looks nice, set with a huge central villa and multiple smaller ones. I spot a few helipads, and on the far side of it, there’s even a small airport runway with a hangar and one jet parked outside.

My senses wash over the island in its entirety, and I detect thirty-six people. Fifteen of them come from Easy difficulty, five from Normal, and the rest are likely to be newly awakened humans. For some reason, I also locate what feels like a cat sitting in the lap of one of the people from Normal difficulty.

A boost of kinetic energy pushes me ahead, and after expanding a bit of mana, I place a marker and teleport. Trying to be polite, I avoid teleporting right in front of Channeler, appearing in the hallway instead.

Looking around, I think about how nice this place seems, and walk toward the door, knock, and enter immediately afterward.

Channeler stands behind a standing desk, wildly scrolling through a screen, while a woman sits on a nearby couch with an old looking black cat on her lap. I notice the woman is healing the cat.

“Is that Grumpy by any chance?” I ask.

“It is!” the woman answers before Channeler can. “I’m Jessica, Normal difficulty. I have kept this cat alive the entire time and will continue to do so as long as needed. Please make sure to let Lily Chen know.”

“I will.” I nod, quite enjoying the honesty. 

Why can’t everyone be that way? No hidden or difficult motives, just something easy to understand. A nice gesture offered with the expectation of repayment, one that would be very simple for someone like Lily to fulfill.

“Colonel Kane sent me five photos people took of you flying, and they’ve already started spreading online. One guy even had one of those ridiculous zoom smartphones, so your face is actually somewhat recognizable. The YouTuber behind the ‘I Can Fix Him’ series has already tweeted that they’re willing to buy any videos of you they can get. And certain forums, whose names I’d rather forget, are going wild…”

Channeler stops and takes a deep breath, “Well, whatever. It’s not like we didn’t expect something like this.”

Even with the expression he has currently and the clear stress on his features, Channeler is handsome as always. It makes me want to bully him, but I’m an adult man, so I hold myself back.

“‘I Can Fix Him’ series?” I ask.

“Ignore what I just said,” he says, waving his hand and gesturing wildly as I move closer to Jessica and Grumpy. There, I reach out my hand to let Grumpy sniff it. The old cat lifts its head slowly, then, for the love of the game, bites my finger before pulling back and lying down.

“Lily sent a healing mark with me for Grumpy, along with a few other things,” I say, keeping my eyes on the cat. “But I can do that later. By the way, what’s with that huge-ass transparent spider cocoon on the moon?”

“It appeared there not that long after the tutorial started. I think the most popular name for it currently is the Moonster?” Channeler answers, looking with a questioning glance at Jessica, who nods.

Of course it is.

            


Chapter 757 - Party pooper and Grumpy


                “So, how does it look here on Earth so far?” I ask. In an effort to avoid wasting any time, I start manifesting and weaving together weapons made of manabloc and piling them up on the floor.

“Please make some simple square plates, cubes, and orbs, I’m selling these, and passing some of them off to some of the scientists I’ve hired,” Channeler says as he sees me doing so. “I would say it’s going as well as it can in the current situation. Sure, they’re trying to control us, but they have a few smart people who realize it’s going to be nearly impossible soon, so they’re trying to be more sneaky about it. If you want, I can tell you a bit more about that. About some of the more annoying senators, what the president’s been thinking of this all, what the army’s been planning, and more besides, but I think it would bore you.”

“It would,” I confirm and start making the shapes he just asked for. “Any danger to you or the people with us?”

“There’s always something, but nothing too serious other than them hinting that they could do a bit of damage if we tried to push them too much. We mostly cooperate, but only to the point we want, while taking the opportunity to make contacts for the future. Some of the smaller countries are a mess after Normal difficulty people started returning, but we all know the real trouble’s going to start when Hard difficulty starts appearing.”

“Well, I wouldn’t rely on that,” I lean back and throw another sheet of manabloc on the floor. “I didn’t return alone, there’s another guy.”

“Hell difficulty?”

“You could say that, he’s a Beyonder.”

“Stronger than you?”

“For now. Confirmed Champion level.”

“Well, fuck.”

“Yup, I’ll talk to him soon to see what his plans are. But honestly, I don’t think there’s much I can do other than trying to keep my family safe along with you guys.”

“Do you think he’d actually try to use your family against you?” Channeler asks in worry.

“Quite likely if he was left with no other choice. And there’ll be nothing I can do other than maybe begging on my knees if that’s what he wants to see. Amusing situation, isn’t it?”

“It is fucked up,” Jessica says from the side. “Who even is this jerk? What godforsaken asshole did he crawl out of?”

“It’s complicated, and better if you guys don’t know too much. I’ve only got a bit more to tell you before I return to the tutorial,” I say and lean back just enough to see the sky through the massive ceiling window.

There, far in the distance, the moon is visible in the blue sky. Using mana to strengthen my sight, I observe the cocoon in the shape of a spider. A huge spider. I recognize it, of course, though Septa used to be much, much smaller and cuter when I saw her in the Academy.

Taking my eyes off it, I look back at Channeler. “Can you give me all the data, you know, the locations of everyone’s family, and that stuff?”

He nods. “Yes, I’ll give them to you when you decide to leave.”

“Good. There are things I want to ask you to prepare before I return to the tutorial. Snacks, laptops, solar panels, Izzy’s been wanting a drone too for a while, a tablet, a few more smartphones, a DSLR camera, and ebooks, with as many sciency ones as you can mix in. You can also add things the scientists have been learning about mana as well. Oh, and a detailed timeline of what’s been happening on Earth since we’ve been in the tutorial, some music tools for Maya, and more besides. In fact, I’ll just give you a list. There’s a lot.”

“I can gather that all easily in a few hours.”

“There is also a guy named John Murray. I’ll give you his description, so please find out who he is and send 200,000 to his bank account. You have that kind of cash, right?”

“Is this some sort of mind game? Is it one of those bullies the people from the tutorial were betting you meant to torture the moment you returned to Earth?”

“Who do you guys take me for?”

“I refuse to answer. But yes, I can do that, easily,” Channeler says.

“Great. I don’t have very much time, so I’ll only be sticking around for another hour before I go to check on my mom and the families of the others. Before returning to the tutorial, I will return here for the stuff.”

“By the way, it’s eerie, the way you’ve had your eye trait activated all the time. It gives me goosebumps.”

“What a nice way of you asking me to turn it off for the normal people. Well, that’s just too bad. I evolved my trait, and now I can’t turn it off.”

“Oh…”

“I think it looks cool,” Jessica says from the side.

“Any time I’m in Beyond, it threatens to melt my brain from the sheer amount of information from the mana wavelengths around me. Though here on Earth, it is much easier to handle.”

“Certified party pooper,” the woman smiles.

It amuses me a little. After the looks I got in the common area in the last minutes of the tournament, this feels better. There, even some of the people from Hell difficulty were decently scared, that much I could sense from their heartbeats.

Channeler coughs, and I switch my attention to the screen. There, a high-resolution recording shows me entering the 4th event with two metallic cones shining in front of me. Though I don’t remember it, I’m there smiling for some reason. With interest, I watch the video as it shifts to a blinding light and an explosion. There’s Adrian, surrounded by his figure-thing, and a skeleton flying through the air around which the flesh begins to regenerate in bursts of golden flames.

Like some maniacal lich, the skeleton continues clacking its teeth, and the superheated air of the explosion warps around it.

The cameraman and people around him shout in excitement and sheer shock. Someone shouts, “Go, go Mana maniac!” Another person shouts, “Is that a fucking mushroom cloud?” “Nukes? Nukes!?” and plenty more besides. There is even a voice screaming at the top of their lungs, “Nice bakery!” for some reason.

But after the fight ends, those words grow quieter, and although many people are shouting, some murmur hesitantly.

I watch as Channeler closes the file and then goes to YouTube, where he seems to be searching for a specific channel. There, he sorts videos by the newest, and a short, similar to the video we just watched, starts playing, though this one has more flashy edits added to it. There’s heavy bass music and a bit of animation. For a moment, when the video zooms in on my skeletal face, the frame freezes, the music stops, and a pop-up asks for a subscription before the music unfreezes and the video continues. Perfectly synced to the music.

“Of course, that guy already made an edit. Knowing him, in a day or two, there’ll even be a much more heavily edited video instead of this short one,” Channeler sighs as he looks at me, likely reading my confusion. “The tournament ended, and there were plenty of people from lower difficulties who wanted to participate before clearing their last floor. So now, a few days later, after the end of the tournament, there are still plenty of them appearing, and of course, they’ve all got videos, items, materials, all that good stuff.”

“That makes sense, I guess,” I say.

“Yes,” Channeler nods almost absentmindedly and clicks on the short video, setting it to play again in the background, seemingly for the purpose of listening to the song. On his computer, he opens a messaging app. “I’m messaging the others to prepare the things you asked for. By the way, you might not know this, but when you come in contact with a normal human, we think they’ll be connected to the system and awakened.”

I remember the man called John I touched, and the cute dog, Vivi.

Channeler continues to explain, “The time when it begins to show varies, sometimes in a few minutes, sometimes in days. We have a theory that it is faster the stronger the returnee is. You being from Hell, difficulty will likely take minutes for someone you touched and maybe half an hour for people close to you. We’re still not sure, but for you, the effects could extend through an area about the size of a small city.”

“Oh.”

“Yes, oh,” he nods. “But you couldn’t have known. Also, we think that awakening continues to spread from people who came in contact with returnees. If they meet an Easy difficulty person, they might spread awakening only a little, but meeting or touching someone like you, they might spread it to hundreds, thousands, or even have their own ‘field’ of awakening.”

I look at Jessica, who smiles at my expression, and then ask Channeler, “What does it do to people?”

Finally, he looks away from the screen, done sending messages, and turns off the video. “You see a system notification that tells you about awakening. It says: ‘Congratulations! The earliest participants of the tutorial have completed their induction, and Earth will begin its awakening. More information will follow once the tutorial concludes! Welcome!’ Then, if you know what to think or what to say, you can summon your status of level 0 and look over your two innate skills. If you kill a monster, you level up. You can even enter dungeons to level up. Some returnees are beginning to be hired to awaken rich people and teach them, or help them to level up.”

“I could do that too, or heal and make millions, but instead I’ve decided to heal our precious Grumpy,” Jessica says.

I sigh. “Yes, yes. Don’t worry, I’ll let Lily know. And since we’re talking about it, let’s give a healing mark to Grumpy.”

As I say that, I move towards her and the cat. While I do so, I awaken the mark Lily placed on the back of my pale left hand, where it makes itself known.

“Are you sure?” Jessica asks. “She didn’t get to examine his body or modify her healing mana…” As if realizing what she is saying, she stops and laughs shortly. “How dumb of me. I guess even without all that, she’s still better than anyone else from Earth.”

I nod and touch Grumpy, who growls while glaring at me.

Grumpy is an entirely black cat with differently colored eyes. One of them is yellow, and the other is blue. His fur, though, seems to lack the pitch-black shine it must have carried once, and his movements are slow and tired. He constantly keeps sniffing at the hand where the mark is placed, as if recognizing something in there, and slowly his growls turn to quiet, tired purring.

As I put my hand on his head, he presses against it and closes his eyes.

The healing mark in the mana disperses with such gentleness I almost don’t notice when all of it is emptied and gone, and when I pull my hand back, Grumpy lies there sleeping.

In a quieter voice, I say, “Lily said it would be too dangerous to try to heal him on a deeper level, so she made it to strengthen his body and do some simple healing. Would you believe that she’s been working on it since Floor 1?” I almost snicker. “She also couldn’t explain how it works, though Sophie kept trying to put it in a bunch of fancy terms. Lily just said it will make Grumpy grow bigger and give him a stronger body so he can take care of himself. Once she’s back, she’ll do things properly and give him his old form back. Biscuit allowed her to study him a little, so it should be interesting.”

Jessica blinks. “How big?”

“I don’t know for sure, she said, maybe the size of a Labrador, at worst as big as a horse. She also asked for someone to take care of him as he might be scared and confused by the change.”

The woman mumbles something that sounds like it’ll be her getting scared when I pet Grumpy one more time before standing straight.

“Now, please, tell me where my mom is.”

            


Chapter 758 - Pancakes


                As per the last messages I sent to Earth, they inform me that they’ve learned that my mom is currently living on a nice tropical island, which I reach by ramping up the use of kinetic energy. During my flight, I notice fighter jets in the distance, but they disappear quickly before I can fly over to them and check them out up close.

But the closer I get to my destination, the more I notice myself slowing down. By the time I see the island coming into view, my speed is barely faster than a car, and my approach begins to slow even further.

My destination isn’t just some small private island or anything like that. Instead, it is the kind of large island just big enough to host a small city and two villages, at least from what I can see. It has a beautiful beach of white sand and a nice set of mountains.

I take the phone out of my pocket to check the direction again and fly along a roundabout path over the sea to approach from the far side of the island. It isn’t that far away from the city, and it’s connected to it by a road following the shape of the beach. On that part of it are more grand buildings with huge estates.

The place I find myself heading towards stretches from one of the smaller hills to take up a large swathe of the private beach, as well as encircling a sort of cliff nearby. In the bay, I see a small yacht along with a few smaller vessels. There is some construction going on, and as I’m floating there in the air, observing all of this, I realize they seem to be working on a bunker a bit further away from the main house.

I’m sure by now Channeler’s made sure to give the people here a call, and that my mother should know already, yet I hesitate. I just float there, feeling more nervous than I did before some of my life or death battles.

As amused as I am annoyed with myself, I take out the phone again and, turning on the front camera, I check my face, fix my hair as much as I can, and take a moment to touch up my clothes as well. There’s nothing I can do about my eyes, with the way my trait is now permanently active.

Where before my Mana Wavelength Iris showed only when I activated it by creating a golden circle around my pupils, now it is a bit different. The circle is slightly less noticeable and more uneven, and feels like a golden light trying to peek from behind the edges of the black pupils. It shifts, its glow pulses from brighter to lighter, and it unpredictably circles my pupil. Much like an eclipse of the sun.

The phone then rings once, showing a censored number. Out of curiosity, I pick up, “Hello?”

“Good afternoon,” the voice replies, measured and respectful. “Vice President Vernon Oakley speaking. I hope I am reaching you at a suitable moment. I wanted to establish contact and express that we are prepared to meet once yo-”

I don’t even listen and leave the phone in the air, locked there with my kinetic absorption.

Then my senses expand across a mile wide area. Every human, every machine, every car, insect, animal, and anything else in motion freezes and halts, all held in place by my will. I allow just enough function to keep everyone safe, so people can breathe, and to ensure that any running machines don’t explode or break.

All of it is done by a small part of my mind that takes care of all the calculations, perceives, categorizes, and then handles the absorbed kinetic energy, as well as halting other people, animals, or machines as they enter the area.

Boosting myself, I find the helipad where I land and once again fix my clothes and hair.

I pass by a security guard in a suit, frozen mid-step and a gardener with a hose that seems to have been watering the plants nearby. Both of them follow me with their eyes, the only parts of them I’ve allowed to move, and the water from the hose remains frozen mid-air.

Just one person moves freely, and I slowly move over to her.

She must have heard my steps because as when I enter the terrace, she stands there already looking in my direction, a hand over her chest. Her heart is beating like crazy, and I entirely block out these new senses of mine. I don’t observe her movements, twitches, muscles, temperature, or movement of her blood. Instead, I look at my mom with only the senses I would’ve had before the tutorial. And all the words, all the plans I had for how this meeting would go are gone, my mind flushed clean.

She’s better than me in this way. Before I can even think of what to do, she’s standing in front of me, crashing into my body and pulling me into a hug.

“Oh my god, Nathaniel. Natty…” she continues, whispering my name, and I feel her tears on my chest as I put my arms around her. I don’t think I’ve ever tried to hold something so carefully in my life.

She looks up at my face, grabbing my cheeks in her hands. “Your eyes, your pretty eyes, what happened to them? And this scar? Just what…” Her hands touch the scar going from the bottom of my left cheek and down through my neck. “Did it hurt?”

Her fingers trace the line of the scar. I feel the warmth of her palms, the tremble behind her touch. She keeps looking at my face with worry, that tries to read every inch of it.

I answer in a voice quieter than I’m used to. “A little. But it’s alright now.” These words come out slow and careful.

She cups my jaw again. Her thumbs sweep across my cheekbones. She studies the shifting rings of light around my pupils. They pulse with an uneven rhythm that I see reflected in her gentle eyes.

“You lived,” she repeats. Her shoulders shake once, and she leans in, forehead touching my chest. “I thought I would never see you again. I thought I lost you… and Victoria… is she…?”

“She’s okay. You know how she is.”

I hold her steady, supporting her weight with an ease that feels almost weightless.

She smiles, small and trembling. “You came back different, but you still talk like my Natty. That part still hasn’t changed. About what happened before, about the things I said and did…”

A soft laugh slips out of me. “It doesn’t matter, so why would we make this awkward? I’m happy to see you, you’re happy to see me. Will you be happy to see Vic, too?” I ask, knowing how much more difficult that question may be for her to answer than it otherwise should. In a way, it is a bit cruel from my side, but I think it needs to be asked.

“Yes…” she whispers. “I would be happy to see Victoria as well.”

“Good, then that’s it. There’s no need to worry about such useless things anymore. Have they been treating you well?”

She touches the skin under my eye. “They’ve been almost too nice, to the point it gets annoying at times. Does it hurt when your eyes shift like that?”

“No. It’s a trait thing. It looks strange, but it feels natural.”

“Then I’ll have to get used to it.” She wipes her cheeks with the back of her hand, though the tears keep coming. “You look like you’ve survived a war.”

“War,” I laugh shortly. “Weird. It is fun there most of the time, but it can be fucked up at times and…”

“No cursing.”

“I’m a grown man. I have to tell you I’m also renting out a property and just sold another.”

That small woman in front of me, who is still early into her forties, looks at me just for a few long seconds before I look away with a sigh.

I give a slow nod. “It is what it is over there.”

She holds my hands in hers. Her grip tightens as she asks an unexpected question. “Are you hungry?”

“Do you even still cook, or do you have a bunch of personal chefs now?” I ask teasingly.

It causes her to smile as she lets go of my hand, and I’m sure she’s noticed some of the other scars, but doesn’t ask about them.

It all still feels a bit awkward, but I follow her as she gestures.

“They keep forcing all these things on me. I’m okay with this place, you know, I always loved this kind of weather, and I always dreamed of seeing the sea and walking along the shore. Now I can wake up every morning, hear the sea in my bedroom. I wake up, walk out across the sand, and drink my coffee while watching the waves. It’s nice.”

“It does sound nice,” I nod.

“But I haven’t used any money. I was able to get ten million dollars out of Colonel Kane, and for some reason, then they sent a hundred more. Can you even imagine all that money? It would just be sitting in an account, but then that handsome young man who calls himself Rafael came, and he said he was your friend. He even showed me some photos of you standing with him. He helped me invest some of the money. Properties, and a few companies, he seems to think will do well after the tutorial. Everything’s been put in your and Victoria’s name, even though he tried to persuade me to take some myself.”

“That’s stupid. I told them to tell you to spend it all.”

“I don’t want it.”

“Don’t be stubborn, Mom.”

For a moment, she turns around and smiles. It is a beautiful smile that makes her face even prettier. Almost without realizing it and without a good reason, I smile back at her.

“No,” she says simply with that smile.

With a sigh, I follow, “Whatever.”

She laughs again, “But don’t worry, while you’ve been off suffering somewhere in the tutorial, I’m here enjoying all the luxuries we used to dream of. Do you remember those nights when we would sit on the couch and watch all those holiday resorts on TV, trying to think about the things we’d do if we ever got to go?”

Going along with her, I decide to ignore the remaining awkwardness of it all and all the past and things we probably should be talking about. And it’s easy to do because right now, everything else just feels so inconsequential.

I glance in the direction of the sea as a helicopter enters the blocked-out zone near the mountain and freezes mid-air along with its passengers. Then I look around the kitchen and slide onto the high seat near the kitchen island in the middle. It really is a pretty kitchen, with big windows, nice furniture, and all sorts of fancy appliances.

Thalia Gwyn, my mother, moves around swiftly, which tells me that it’s quite likely she cooks most of the food herself, and I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s even been cooking for the other people here.

“Do you really like it here?” I ask seriously.

She doesn’t stop, but a smile appears on her face, and I can see from the side. “It is hard to enjoy it without knowing what’s been happening to the two of you. But your friend visits me once every few weeks, and sometimes he brings me stories from the tutorial. He also helps me to train my skills and says he got some of his training methods from you. Did they make a scholar of you, Natty?”

I snort, “As if. But Mom, if you ever get the feeling he’s trying to pick you up, just tell me, I’ll beat his ass.”

As she closes the fridge, she laughs shortly and turns on the heat under the pan. “Who would want a sad old lady like me?”

“Bullshit. You’re the prettiest woman I’ve ever seen.”

“Language.”

“Bullshit. You are the most beautiful woman I have ever seen.”

She throws a few chocolate chips at me, but they freeze in the air just before reaching me, and smiling victoriously, I eat them as they hang in the air.

“When we finish the pancakes, you’ll have to show me how you do that. By the way, can you even eat them? I mean, does it do anything for you? Rafael said he can go without food for a few days easily, but when he does eat, he needs a lot of calories or the meat of awakened animals or monsters.”

“I can eat it, but other than the taste, it doesn’t really do much for me. Honestly, I bet I could eat piles of them and not get fat at all.”

“I’m envious.” She returns to the pan and throws the chocolate chips onto the pancakes before flipping them around.

As she cooks, I sit quietly and watch her the entire time through my human eyes, memorizing every movement, every smile, and the way her black hair shifts as she moves.

When she’s done, she gently slides the pancakes onto the plates and pours a bit of maple syrup over them before adding some grated apple mixed with a bit of sugar and cinnamon.

We carry these plates outside and walk by the frozen people, whom she looks at with wide eyes, but she still leads me to the beach. There, under a small patch of trees, is a nice spot where we sit down as we start eating the pancakes with the sound of the splashing sea in the background.

            


Chapter 759 - Just one day


                Even hours later, we still sit there, back after two more rounds of making pancakes and getting some drinks to go with them. Chocolate milk, for example, or fancy brands of freshly pressed fruit juices whose names I can’t even read.

At some point, we take off our shoes and walk into the sea to let the waves wash over us as we wade there. My mom shows me her favorite places and the places where she’s seen whales far in the distance. She talks about taking a sailing trip on a small boat and how they tried to teach her to fish and snorkel.

For a while, she even cries.

She tells me how she still misses my father. Not who he became, but who he used to be. A young, dreamy boy, sometimes a silly one, full of his own goals and hopes. She talks about how it felt like the whole world had turned against him, slowly shaping him into a bitter shell of the man he once was. Searching for relief in alcohol, hiding, and lashing out like a cornered animal.

She says she doesn’t deserve any of the things she has now because of what she did, and how awful she feels for enjoying these pieces of the life she always dreamed of.

She tells me how empty it all feels in the end, with me and Vic in danger.

Just silly things like that. She’s someone who, when she loves, gives everything she has.

My silly little human.

The more time we spend together, the easier it is to talk, and the more confirmation I get that I was never truly angry at her, not even once. Even as she breaks the unsaid rule and talks about her feelings regarding what happened after Dad died, and Victoria was taken to prison. She lays out all her thoughts for me as she stands knee-deep in the sea with the sun shining over the waves behind her.

I listen to her as she does and tell her some stories of my own. What happened after we split, about the tutorial, and the people I’ve met.

That’s when she asks, “You keep talking about your group, your team, and things like that. But what you really mean is that they’re your friends, right?”

I open and close my mouth a few times before saying. “Yes, that’s what I mean.”

“I’m glad.” Her face turns a bit sad as she grabs my hand. “You know it is okay. No one’s going to shout at you or hit you for getting close to people anymore.”

“I know.”

She squeezes as strongly as she can before smiling, “Your hand is so strong.”

“Actually, my body is one of the weakest out of my gr… out of all of my friends. Probably the weakest.”

“Really?”

“It’s a feature,” I smile at her. “Some of the others could probably catch a bullet just with their baseline senses and the speed of their bodies alone. Others could probably get hit by a rocket and not even get a scratch.”

“That sounds scary. So much is changing and so quickly.”

“There’s nothing we can do but adapt,” I say, and then, while looking at her, I pull my foot out of the water and set it on the surface. I pull out the second one and stand on water. I cheat a bit, not standing on the wavy surface so much as using kinetic energy to float there, but I don’t need to say it out loud.

“Show-off,” she keeps smiling at me and even splashes some water towards me, which halts in the air.

She starts walking again, wading through the water, and I follow, pretending to walk on the surface.

“You can’t stay long?” she asks.

“I only have a day before I get pulled back, but before that, I want to check on the families of all my friends and meet a few more people. Usually, I would’ve just ignored it all and stayed with you, but I think it’s important for me to do this.”

“Yes,” she agrees with me with a little smile she tries to hide.

After that, I allow myself to stay a few hours longer while taking a moment to release everyone I held when my mom asks me to. Some of these people run in panic, there is a bit of screaming, and a few pass out. Though no one’s been hurt, I know because I checked. All the machines restart, and animals start moving again, too.

To avoid all that commotion, we step into a garden I’ve blocked off for us and talk about silly things while watching some cooking competition show that my mom lets play in the background on TV.

Only when it feels like it is as good a time as any, we say our goodbyes, and I get another long hug.

Once again flying high into the air, I look down, miles below, using my strengthened sight to watch my mother, who can’t see me at this distance. She starts shaking and even crying again, but also smiling with joy.

After a minute, she calms down, fixes herself, and heads to the front of the house, at which point she starts talking to the gardener and apologizing deeply, and then continues to move from person to person and apologize to each person in turn.

I remember her face one more time and force myself to look away as I grab the smartphone hanging in the air where I left it. There are multiple missed calls from the same censored number, a few from Channeler, and some other messages as well. I ignore most and find only the ones with the locations of my friends’ families. I don’t bother to hold my flight back much and travel all over the country, checking in on everyone.

Min-Jae’s family has been moved to a nice house. I see his parents and siblings for the first time, it’s afternoon, and they’ve gathered in the home. His dad especially reminds me of Min-Jae and is quite tall as well, likely hinting that his son can look forward to reaching a similar height one day. I remember who I should see, the number of members, and confirm everyone is there and safe. Then, as promised, I do some mischief.

I destroy homework. I damage the plumbing. I teleport to the bathroom and pour all the expensive perfumes into the sink, and leave all the toilet seats up. I even pierce all the wheels on both cars.

Next, I check on Tess’ mother. I find her at home, alone, absorbed in her work at her computer in the luxurious apartment where Tess once lived, near the top of one of the smaller skyscrapers. One side opens onto a huge terrace overlooking the nearby park, while floor to ceiling windows face the city. Her mother looks fairly similar to Tess, tall, blonde hair, and a slim figure, though her expression is much more closed off, especially as she works.

I watch her for a minute longer before I fly away, waving at a kid I notice staring at me out of the window of his room as I was floating there.

As promised, I don’t check on the twins and the sisters’ adoptive families, though I really want to give the twins’ aunt a little visit, having heard about the things she’s done. But, in the end, it is up to them to deal with.

Both Maya’s mother and father and Lily’s father seem to be doing well. Channeler took care of most things, and they’ve been getting a steady stream of money. Almost as if out of nowhere, their luck has turned, and our country and the system itself seems to be helping them out with everything. It’s nice to see.

Lastly, guided by flashes of shared memories, I find the place Biscuit used to live as a young puppy. The house of the girl who starved him so often, using him as a prop for all those cruel videos.

Sitting on a nearby roof, I watch the heat signatures moving inside, and through the window, I see their faces, and confirm that they’re the right people.

It takes a good effort for me not to burn them to ashes where they stand, and memories and feelings from the tiny corgi linger in the foreground. In the end, I follow Biscuit’s wishes and let them live. I tie Ley Lines to them and teleport them far away from the house, and with that, I don’t care about them anymore.

Then I lift my hand into the air with a palm pointing downward and slowly start to move it down.

The house begins to collapse under an invisible force as if a huge, unstoppable press had begun to press down on it. It bends inward with a deep, hollow sound. Tiles crack, sliding over each other before shattering as the pressure keeps coming, steady and indifferent.

The walls follow soon after. Windows burst outward, crushing the glass into glittering clouds that twinkle briefly in the light and before vanishing. Beams snap deep inside, one after another, in a sequence of muted thuds that travel through the air loud enough for me to feel.

The smell of old wood, mold, and cheap paint spreads through the air. Somewhere inside, a doorframe twists and finally breaks, the sound sharp like a crack of a whip.

I keep my hand steady.

The walls cave inward completely now. What was once a house now becomes a shrinking shape, then a pile, then something flatter. The slow press continues until nothing remains but crushed material forced into the ground beneath it.

When I finally lower my hand fully, there is no house.

I turn away and leave before I can reconsider and search for the heat signatures I teleported away.

The sky is already darkening, colors deepening as the sun begins to set. I rise into the air again, faster this time and higher. Almost as high as I can before I allow my mana to spread and radiate into the area. Then I wait to be noticed.

It doesn’t take long, and a mana signal directed at me answers, and I twist in the air and fly in that direction.

Absentmindedly, I open my status and glance it over.

 



Name: Nathaniel Gwyn

Title: Absolute Candidate

Difficulty: Hell

Rank: A, Shimmering Silver

Guild: Primordial Knights

Floor: 9 - The Pit
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Traits (2/3): Preeminence Eyes 1/4, Mana Physique 2/4
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Mana (Stage 1/3 - Vast Mana): 1807 + 1807

 



Primary Class:Mana Weaver (Unique Arcane)

Sub-class: [Adept of Pride]
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Focus - Lvl 75

Perception - Lvl 71
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Passive skill combination token (low arcane)

Beyond visitor token - 1 year (unlocked after tutorial)

Beyond 7 day stay token
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And then there’s a set of notifications from before.

 



Your trait, Mana Wavelength Iris, has undergone successful evolution!

This evolution was influenced by a cumulative assessment of your performance up until now and by your Primary Class: Mana Weaver (Unique Arcane).

Additional influence was derived from your passive skill, Cognitive Hyperprocessing Vector (Low Pristine), which has contributed to the adaptive refinement parameters.

Your designation as an Absolute Candidate has been recognized as a qualifying factor in this process.

The evolution has been influenced by Mana Wavelength Iris and Mana Physique, being greatly integrated into your body.

The evolution has been influenced by your Constitution stat.

Individual Enhancements resulting from prior body upgrades have been accounted for and incorporated.

Your total mana capacity and circulation efficiency were evaluated and influenced the evolution.

Due to the quality, complexity, and grade of your evolved trait and other influencing factors, the number of strengthenings has been reduced to 1.

 



Preeminence Eyes - The user’s eyes resonate with the purest form of their mana, channeling it directly through their gaze and turning their very sight into a conduit of raw mana. The eyes grant complete awareness of all mana currents, while every fiber of the body aligns with the user’s gaze, further deepening their insight into mana itself.

 



I wave it off and reach the skyscraper from which I can sense Adrian’s mana signature. The doors on the terrace are open, so I use them to fly inside, where I find him standing near the bar and mixing some sort of alcoholic drink. The penthouse I find him in is huge and luxurious in a sort of old-school way. With lots of leather, wood, and ornaments, while somehow avoiding feeling tacky or overdone.

On one side of the room, a huge fireplace dominates the space with some wood already burning inside. The other wall is dominated by an enormous TV that plays news, where I notice a few short clips of way too big animals.

“Honestly, I didn’t expect to see you here. It’s a surprise, but not the sort I’d mind,” Adrian says, and I watch as the other presence behind him moves. The spider, about the size of a small dog, climbs from behind the bar to set atop it, carefully and slowly. There it stops and, with one of its front legs, taps on Adrian’s hand holding the glass.

“Yes, don’t worry,” he answers with a smile to the spider, and turns back to me. “Did you have the chance to meet Septa on the eighth floor?”

“Briefly. She used to be smaller, though.”

“Yes, yes she did,” he says and shortly rubs her head, which the spider seems to enjoy.

“You seem to be settling in,” I say as I look around the place.

Instead of answering right away, he pours another glass, mixes in some liquor, and adds a few pieces of ice. He then walks towards me and offers me the drink, which I take. Meanwhile, Septa moves back to the floor and settles in front of the fireplace, where she sits watching the flames.

Gesturing for me to sit, Adrian sits down first. “Settling in… I suppose I am. After all, unlike you, I will be staying here.”

            


Chapter 760 - Pretending to talk


                “Want to show off and tell me how the fuck you did it?” I ask, sinking into the offered armchair.

To my left is a floor-to-ceiling window overlooking the night city. The skyscrapers outside the window glow like a jagged set of teeth against the dark. A myriad array of cars coils along the roads below, punctuated by various parks full of greenery.

Adrian takes a slow sip of his drink. He closes his eyes, savouring the taste before speaking. “My tournament rewards included a Difficulty Change token. Usually, that’s the worst possible reward for someone from Hell difficulty or Beyond, but for me, it was exactly what I wanted.”

“Yeah, and maybe the rewards you could choose from were influenced a bit by your Handler, or by mine, right? So you were trying to get more out of the tutorial?”

He nods. “Of course. As much as the system allows. To claw every advantage I can get. You’d have done the same, I believe. But when I used the token, the Ruler of Diligence spoke out strongly against it.”

“I can imagine,” I snort.

I don’t know if he’s mirroring my feelings, but a sharp smile crosses his face. “Greed, Kindness, and Wrath were all for allowing me to start over from Floor 1.”

“But?”

“But the Ruler of Diligence invoked his veto. He gathered enough of the available Rulers to vote on it, and their side won in the end. They couldn’t stop me from entering the tutorial, but they forced me onto the 13th floor to reduce my ‘cheating,’ as those bastards called it, to a minimum. So here I am, on Earth, after clearing the 13th floor of the tutorial.”

“Didn’t want to go to the 8th floor of Beyond?”

“Oh, I did. I really did. I just don’t think it’ll be possible for me to reach it in my current state. Perhaps with one or two capable people. But it just wasn’t meant to be.”

Adrian’s smile remains fixed. “You know, I really enjoy your emotions. It’s a fascinating feeling, sensing them like this even though your expression doesn’t change. All these little impulses, and the other impulses controlling them. Your feelings constantly shifting as you feed yourself different thoughts, coaxing other feelings to overpower them. Tell me, how much has Greed told you about me?”

I sniff at the alcoholic beverage he’s mixed for me before taking a small sip, “She hinted she would stick with you even if you slaughtered me or destroyed my entire planet. She told me about your [Mirror] and a bit about how it works, and a bit more about how you used to behave as an Absolute, that kind of stuff.”

“So, a bit more than I’d like.”

“Probably. She doesn’t seem to like you very much.”

“A lot of people don’t,” he says, abruptly shifting the subject. “Do you know that the entrance to the World Dungeon appears only after the tutorial is concluded?”

“I do.”

“Do you know that even when it does appear, it’s up to the natives to reach the entrance, and that process alone requires a decent bit of effort?”

“I know that as well.”

“So you didn’t rush here to try and become Absolute before me?”

“If I were so misinformed that I thought I could do so, I would’ve come here much earlier, wouldn’t I? You know very well why I’m here.”

“I do.” He nods and stands up, gesturing for me to follow.

We exit the penthouse and step onto the terrace. The noise of the city rises up to meet us.

Adrian says, “I became quite wealthy before entering the tutorial. I have apartments like this all over the world. I spent a decade or two multiplying my wealth as much as possible. I think I just wanted to distract myself from the possibility that I’d failed.”

“You sure do like to show off.”

“I know,” he laughs shortly. “It is in my nature, and there are a few more bad habits I’ve yet to break. Nasty ones, but as long as I’ve lived, and with the way they’ve hung around, I guess they’re here to stay. I look down on people, I hate losing, I talk too much, I want people to acknowledge me. All the pathetic things that have stuck with me since I was just an unawakened human.” He waves a hand dismissively.

Then he looks down and pours the amber liquid from his glass over the balcony. “Sometimes I suppress them. Other times, I do not.”

I watch the droplets flicker in the air as the wind scatters them.

“Have you come here to try to gain the Fragment that Earth holds? The one hidden here should be quite powerful and valuable.”

“You know I didn’t.”

He lets his glass fall. Both of us watch as it plunges toward the empty street below, and after several seconds, I watch it shatter.

“So you just wasted your Earth visitor token like that,” he says, and the mana around him begins to surge. The figure that had been floating invisibly behind him becomes just a tiny bit more noticeable, even to normal sight.

“You know I don’t give a fuck about rewards in certain cases. You seem to love reading my emotions, so why don’t you tell me?” I say calmly, despite the fury rising inside me.

“How could I not know?” Adrian says, straightening up and turning to me. His eyes glow with the same blood-red hue of the Wraith he absorbed, the figure that follows him like a permanent shadow. “But Nathaniel, your searing heart, all the mana you’ve transformed and gathered inside your body, all these currents swirling around you. Your eyes, and your intent…”

As he speaks, his voice gains volume and speed. His gaze hardens as his voice rises into a deep, threatening rasp, with the figure behind him looking as if it is towering over the entire city, “HOW can you come here to beg, while pointing the equivalent of a loaded gun to my head?”

That deep red glow in his eyes intensifies, and his presence swells with it. Metal creaks, the air hums, and the sounds of the city below fades into a distant echo.

My mana surges to my fingertips, waiting for a single order to explode and kick off the fight, the sort of fight where I don’t give a fuck about my own survival, much less that of the millions of people living in this city. Not even the slightest bit. I’m still like that.

These thoughts settle inside of me with a calm, familiar cold, and I hate how easily it fits. I let the mana coil tighter instead of releasing it, forcing my breathing to slow as the terrace groans beneath the pressure of two monsters pretending to talk.

I meet his glowing gaze without flinching, because backing down now would mean admitting loss. The city below keeps moving and breathing, ignorant and so very fragile, while two of us balance on the edge of turning this night into a catastrophe.

But the tension passes. As quickly as it arrived, the pressure he’s been releasing vanishes. Adrian smiles again, his eyes returning to normal. “Oh, to be young again. Want to hear something from an old man?”

“Tell me,” I say, my voice cold.

“I used to be just like this, up until one hundred fifty years ago. Greed’s weapon, just like you. For decades, we cooperated, with her knowledge and my abilities, and I grew even stronger. Up until the moment she tossed me aside like trash.”

“What happened?”

“She gave me a record of one of the Challenges against Pride. It showed one of her previous weapons, someone capable of making even Pride take things the slightest bit seriously. And I froze when I saw it. I was intimidated. She noticed that moment of hesitation and threw me away like a broken tool. A failure. All because of a single second of doubt.”

“Want me to be honest?” I ask.

“Be my guest. I promise not to hold it against you.”

“I admire that you tricked the system and did the tutorial all over again. Honestly, ever since I learned just how impossible that is, I admire it. It’s a beautiful middle finger to the system and all those assholes who call themselves Rulers.”

Adrian looks at me with genuine interest. “But?”

“But why the fuck would you have ever trusted Greed? Why would you think she wouldn’t simply discard you again at any moment?”

The man in front of me smiles. “Did you not do the same?”

“That’s exactly why I’m asking.”

He doesn’t answer and instead asks, “How does it feel, knowing she would throw your entire planet at my feet? All your family left for me to use against you while you’re stuck in the tutorial?”

“Very unpleasant. I expected some of that from her, but not quite to that level.”

Adrian nods. “Blights and Radiances taken to their extreme are like that. Their Rulers are no different.”

“So, what now?” I ask.

“Now?”

“Are we going to fight to the death?”

“We can, if you wish. I can sense that much from the emotions I’ve mirrored from you. You, coming all this way for the simplest of things: to confirm that your family will remain safe. A single parent, from what I can sense. A mother, probably? Did you spend a few nice moments with her? One last visit before you came here, thinking there would be a high chance that you’d meet your end? Do your friends even know?”

I stay quiet. Adrian looks back over the city, smiling knowingly. “Since I know that much about you, I’ll tell you a bit about me. And also because I apparently like to listen to my own voice.”

“Go on.”

“I almost killed myself. You know, suicide, the last shred of control I felt that I had left. It was fifty years after the tutorial was supposed to start, and I’d even developed cancer, leaving me with a scant few months of pathetic life. I don’t think I’ve told you that yet,” he smiles weakly, and looks at his hands, turning them slowly, palms up, then down again. “Do you understand how obscene that felt? All of this up here,” he taps his temple, once, hard, “the knowledge, the plans, the potential, all of it trapped inside this.” His voice rises, faster now. “This fucking thing.”

His eyes gaze over his body with contempt as if remembering how it looked before the tutorial, “A sack of flesh and blood. Warm. Soft. Failing. Chemical garbage sloshing through its veins, hormones hijacking my thoughts. Signals crawling along nerves at a pathetic pace, milliseconds pretending to be speed, latency baked into my very being.”

Adrian flexes his fingers again, harder this time, until the tendons stand out. His eyes don’t see his current body, rather they’re remembering the one he spent over 70 years in, “Muscles that need oxygen, that tyre, that tear. Fibers that tremble under the slightest hint of stress instead of executing my intent cleanly.” His breathing sharpens. “Every. Single. Action, delayed. Every thought filtered through meat.”

The words come quicker, almost tripping over one another. “A disgusting, useless pile of flesh pretending it deserved to house my mind.”

He straightens abruptly. “I had already chosen the place. Mountains with clean air, and no one to witness my end. And then, right as I was standing there, right at that exact second, the tutorial started.”

“Such interesting timing,” I answer, watching as he calms down and fixes his clothes. He doesn’t even look at his body anymore.

Adrian agrees, “I don’t believe in coincidences like that. Someone out there rigged it. Even I’m not narcissistic enough to think Pride did it, or that he’d show even the barest flicker of interest in me. But I will find out what happened.”

He steps away from the railing and walks back inside the room. Septa quickly rushes to his feet, tapping against his leg a few times. Adrian smiles down at her. “I went to the moon, where she’d been left without her master. Somewhere in between death and new life, I helped her shed her old skin, and now here she is. Not as powerful as before, but she’ll get there.”

Turning back to me, he says, “You sure don’t talk much when you’re pissed off and ready to fight. So let’s make this crystal clear. As I said, I want you and Victoria to be my Champions. I won’t hurt your friends or family, though things on Earth are going to change quite a lot. There are people who need to die. Countries that will fall, and governments that will need to be replaced.”

He says it all with casual indifference. “At the start, humans will fight back. I know many will refuse to accept me. Those people will die. The Tutorial’s attendees will fall into line more easily, they at least understand a fraction of the power we hold.”

“I don’t think there’ll be anyone left to stop you, not until the tutorial ends.”

“There won’t be anyone, even after that,” Adrian corrects me. “In just a few months, I will attempt to initiate an additional Pairing. With these old system logs still considering me an Absolute in the background, I might be able to pull it off, and I’ll try to take advantage of that. I’ll visit the Coordinates of planets I know I can handle.”

Surprise washes over me, but I suppress it, and Adrian continues, “There are a few Coalitions Earth can join. After we make it through these Pairings and the planet grows stronger, we can settle in and make our move to join one and….”

Finally, sensing my emotions, he shuts up for a moment, standing near the fireplace surrounded by his curated luxury.

Then he starts laughing.

At first, it’s like a child who’s done something petty and wrong, but the sound swells, louder, more amused, as if he’s mocking the entire world, and me in particular.

When he stops, the aftereffects of the laugh still dance on his face. “I’m so sorry for teasing you all so much. The waves of your emotions are just so delicious. Here you are, ready to fight. There’s that tiny amount of fear in you, that pride of yours, the frustration, concern for your people, but not a single goddamn speck of intent to give up. I love that, and I fucking hate that about you. It makes me wonder what you would do in my situation, and in a way, it scares me to know the answer. I want to kill you and torture you, but at the same time, I want to keep you and control you.”

He sighs, laughing again. “Ah, that was really fucking fun!” He snickers before his voice turns sharp and direct again, as before during our standoff. “If you attack me, I will kill you, and then I’ll kill your mother and everyone else on Earth you’ve ever known. If you think you can win, do it. Challenge me. If there were even a small chance that you were right and you might be able to defeat me, I would simply run away. I’m more than capable of that. Then I’ll wait until you return to the tutorial, and I’ll crawl back here to slaughter your mother and everyone else you hold dear.”

He chuckles once more. “Is it not satisfying to hear it all laid out? Does it make me a villain? If I stayed quiet and refused to state what we both know as reality out loud, wouldn’t I still be one? Everyone in our situation thinks of the same options, probably even you. If that’s the case, if you were stronger than me, would you be the villain from my point of view?”

I stay quiet. Adrian’s smile grows. “I won the moment I completed the tutorial before you. The moment you had something to lose here, under my control. And the most amusing part is that your handler helped me gain the rewards I needed to return here, all on a silver platter. I told you not to trust that bitch.”
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Chapter 761 - Eight gold coins


                After calming down, he faces me fully. “I’m sorry for teasing you, Nathaniel. And you don’t have to beg or plead. I even give you my vow: Neither I nor anyone under my control will hurt or threaten your family or friends, at least until your tutorial ends. After that, we’ll see what our relationship turns into, whether you accept your place by my side or if we fight. I’m inclined to think we’ll fight, but I’m still hoping for the opposite.”

Some of the words resonate through the System. In the way certain vows and challenges do, he’s invoked the System as his witness.

I stand there, clutching the mana I’ve been gathering since I arrived. He doesn’t have to tell me, I know I’m ready to fight and die if I have to. A part of me even thinks that if I can’t straight-up kill him, I can make him pay. I could cripple him for life, forcing him back into the pathetic state he was in before his rebirth.

Oh, how much I want to do it. Even though he hasn’t touched anyone I care about yet, it doesn’t matter to me. Just the fact that he stands over me, holding that power, irks me to my core. It’s just like being on the first floor of the tutorial. My emotions are exactly the same as they were back then, in those weeks I lived in uncertainty, until I became strong enough to be comfortable.

The fact that first-floor Nathaniel is still here, in a way, relieves me. I sift through my emotions, realizing that I meant what I said before. All these millions of people around me could be sacrificed. Men, women, even… even children. Just so the people I care about will be safe. And the realization that it might need to come to that means one thing. I’m simply not strong enough.

There is nothing else to be said. No need for machinations or anything. I’m just not enough, and I won’t be making excuses for myself, like focusing on the fact that he’s much older and more experienced. None of that would change that simple fact.

I chuckle in the end as I take a deep breath. “I accept your vow,” I say to Adrian. “And I agree, you’ve won.”

“It is true that I cheated, but if I’m honest, I’ll continue to do so. But I like how you said it, that I won, instead of saying you lost. Just a little twist on wording, but it says a lot about you. How much longer do you have before you return to the tutorial?”

“Three hours and change,” I answer, relaxing, though not fully.

Adrian stands there in what seems like a better mood. “An Earth Stay token is a weird reward. In a way, it’s extremely valuable, and in another, not so much. It allows you to return to Earth, yes, but you can’t enter the World Dungeon, not that anyone below Champion would survive it. You could use the token to kill other attendees and set your rule in a day, yes, but you could do that in a tournament just as well. So its value comes with knowledge.”

He fixes the sleeves of his suit as he continues talking. “Every planet with a Sovereign Spark also has a fragment somewhere on the planet. Though we never know why. If it is connected to the Spark or if it’s the opposite. As for the fragment, it is usually a fairly pure one, and its power tends to vary a lot. Though it’s safe to say it’s purer than almost anything found in the tutorial, with the exception of the most powerful ones. But what’s truly incredible is its value. There are people in Beyond who would buy one for tens of millions of shards, offering a lot more than they would for the ones from the tutorial. Other than the fragment, there are less noticeable advantages. The system remembers you stepped here before your tutorial ended, like one of its darlings, and you might find yourself just a little bit luckier in the World Dungeon, and-”

A signal reaches me, and it causes Adrian to stop talking.

He notices that I’ve received a pulse through a [Ley Line] connected to something far away. The line is much thinner than a hair, weak, worthless for anything except sending that signal before breaking apart.

I didn’t even know about that line until it activated and broke, and in that moment, memories flood my mind.

“Nathaniel, what was that?” Adrian asks in a slightly threatening tone.

Taking in all these new memories, I, rather than answering, remind him, “You gave me your vow.”

Then my vessel, piloted by Mapthaniel, steps out of the teleportation mark placed on my back, and more of the memories I’ve been hiding from Adrian flood my mind as I remember the existence of Sneaky. I don’t remember all that he’s hidden from me, but it’s just enough to make me understand.

A flash of a memory of me appearing on Earth, manifesting my vessel, letting Mapthaniel pilot it, and search the coordinates I received from someone whose identity I no longer know. Bits of memories from Mapthaniel surface, along with the effort he spent searching while I moved around.

“I have to go,” I tell Adrian.

As expected, he tries to stop me, but my vessel moves, already prepared. I don’t even pretend to try to face him or avoid over-relying on black mana. I use it right away, and the vessel turns black with pale scars shining across its form, my evolved trait glowing more than before against that background of pure dark.

For just the shortest moment, the vessel contests Adrian and his efforts to stop me before it is entirely blown away. That short moment is enough for me to teleport and erase the tracks behind me so he can’t follow.

But before I disappear fully, something bites into my leg. Looking down, I see Septa clinging to me. We teleport, reappearing in the place where my vessel located the dungeon holding the fragment that lies on Earth.

The night swallows the horizon entirely. No stars reflect on the surface, no moon shines in the sky. The ocean at night is like a moving darkness, broken only by the violent rise and fall of black water with each wave collapsing into the next.

I ignore Septa as I plunge beneath the surface, and the world above vanishes instantly. There is not a second to waste, as I know he’ll be here soon, angered that I am trying to take the fragment away from him, the one he so arrogantly left there to take later. It isn’t even me who predicted that he wouldn’t claim it yet, but at the moment, I don’t know who told me.

The sea grows calmer the deeper I go, but that calm feels wrong, unnatural. The currents pull at me, strong, yet leaving the surface above deceptively still. The darkness down here feels ancient.

I form a single thermal orb above me, and light erupts outward like a spear of light. For a brief moment, the water glows, revealing moving currents and distant shapes that vanish as soon as the light reaches them. The darkness presses in on that light as if eager to snuff it out.

Three shapes emerge from the black, sliding into the light with terrifying silence and smooth movement. Sharks, each big as a ship. Their bodies are pale only by contrast to the darkness.

[Shark - lvl 299]

[Shark - lvl 230]

[Shark - lvl 239]

A laser-thin stream of thermal energy cuts through the water, not giving the depths a chance to cool things down. It lights the darkness and cuts each of the sharks in half as I turn it in a wide, sweeping arc as I continue to rush down.

I see the entrance to the dungeon below me when the sea explodes. Miles and miles of water disappear, split and moved apart, revealing a transparent red figure floating high above with Adrian in front of it. A projectile launches at me just as I reach the entrance. The notification asking me if I want to enter pops up, but I barely read it before I confirm and hurry to enter.

Once inside, I stagger and cough while I rest my hand against the wall. I take a deep breath and close my eyes for a few moments. I spit up clogged blood and wait for my body to heal, a big part of my back that is now missing after Adrian’s attack.

But of course, the wound on my back refuses to heal, taking me only a moment to recognize it as damage caused by the Fragment that Luan once held.

I use Lily’s healing mark on it, which causes it to heal slowly, and I patch it up with layers of mana.

Then I swing my leg, and Septa finally lets go, acrobatically twisting in the air before landing on her spider legs. She lowers her body and stares at me.

Observing the leg she was biting, I use several more healing marks on it. I then coat my hand in mana and cut it off entirely, burning away the remaining toxin with massive releases of thermal energy from my body, as much as I can stand. I leave the rest to be handled by Lily’s marks.

I already have experience with this, so I know how to fight against it, yet it is far more dangerous than the one she used on me at the Academy.

After all that, I regenerate my leg while facing the spider.

I don’t worry about Adrian entering, after all, the dungeon with the Fragment only allows for a single person to enter.

Not much time remains, so I get ready, triggering my combat sub-minds, preparing arrays, and changing the movement pattern of my mana. Then I head into the dungeon, only to sense Septa following behind me.

As I go over my memories once more, a single cold thought settles in.

Did you really think I gathered all that mana just for you? That I would let you throw me around like trash? I already have your vow. That was all I needed.

And now, I will take this fragment from you as well.

 







 

Flashback Nathaniel

“I have a question for you,” I say to Ruby.

“Ask.”

“What does he plan to do?”

“I can tell you, but if you aren’t careful, the people you care about will die,” Ruby says.

“Tell me.”

She pauses for a moment, studying my expression. “He wants to use a difficulty change token and move from Beyond to the tutorial. He’s probably hoping to complete it in around a year and a half in its entirety, but Diligence will invoke his veto for sure, and I know what kind of vote to expect from the others. They’ll throw him onto the Thirteenth Floor instead, and it’ll result in him completing his tutorial while allowing him to feel as though everything is still going according to his plan. Some of the people on your planet will die, the humans he looks down on. He won’t hurt your family, nor the families of anyone else from the tutorial. At least not yet, and that will be to your advantage. But you can’t beat him. Not yet.”

“Not yet,” I agree.

Ruby nods. “Adrian is broken. He’s always had Pride set as the target of his envy. He used to be brilliant, he truly was, especially during his round of the tutorial. Showing him the record of Pride’s battle may have been the turning point. Right after that, I saw him mentally close himself off, convincing himself he would never be enough, even if he didn’t fully understand it. Though it could also have been those five decades he spent as a human on Earth, when he believed he’d failed.”

“What-”

She doesn’t let me finish. “Knowing him, he’ll tell you more on his own. Though he’s been broken, Adrian still has all that knowledge and talent. It’s as if he’s continuing to move in accordance with his plan, without realizing he’s already lost, that he’s already lost something important. But he’s still dangerous, like a mortally wounded animal continuing to push itself along.”

“And yet you’re still helping him.”

“Yes, I am, because of the skills he possesses. Because sometimes, such an animal can, in the spur of the moment, become the most dangerous thing around. And I’ve also been wrong before. To explain it better, I will tell you a bit about Pride.”

“I won’t say no to that, you know it.”

“I know. Pride uses his [Mirror] in a very different way from anyone else who possesses that skill. Pride’s body is at this point stronger than a dragon’s. He is one of the beings with the highest physical stats in the system. So Pride likes to [Mirror] his opponent. He reflects his opponent’s much lower stats onto himself and restricts himself to enjoy the battle just that little bit. With Adrian, we had hoped he would [Mirror] Pride’s full stats while Pride dropped down to Adrian’s, giving him a little chance to put up a decent fight or at least enough of one for someone else to take advantage of the situation.”

Before I can say anything, she stops me again. “Yes, I know how pathetic that is, so just continue to listen. Another one of Adrian’s skills, and he would instantly kill you for knowing about this, is [Possession]. That’s the one that helped him take over the newborn baby that later became Christoph. That’s what allowed him to take over the Wraith, and that’s what he’s probably planning to do with you or your sister. To raise you up and then take over one of you. You for your body, traits, and talent for mana, or your sister for her [Duplication], which makes her so similar to the Last Elf he admires.”

I stand up and walk around, doing my best to keep calm. “And you knew that.”

“Yes.”

“Tell me, would you mind if he took over me or my sister?”

“Yes, I don’t want that to happen.”

“But you wouldn’t mind it if it meant a better chance at killing Pride.”

“I’m not a good person.”

“Fuck’s sake, Ruby.”

“I always tried to make you understand my greed. But I can tell you with absolute certainty that I’m willing to help you over him. It will be difficult, and it will require sacrifices, but if you do what-”

“No,” I say simply.

“Nathaniel, I-”

“I said no. A question. Since he’s possessing Wraith, can he use his skills?”

“You figure things out too quickly sometimes. Yes, some of them, it’s limited though. Some of the skills he might not understand enough to use to their full potential, and some might not be as powerful without Calvorn.”

“Great. Why didn’t Diligence want to give me the Earth Stay token? What makes it so valuable?”

“There’s a Fragment on each newly awakened planet. Pure, not recreated by the system, so that makes it even more valuable.”

“Is Adrian the type to go after it right away or leave it for later?”

“Later, he’s still getting used to the other fragment he got recently.”

“Great, give me the coordinates.”

“I refuse.”

“Why?”

“Because you’re being stubborn. Just do what I say. My plan-”

“No.”

“Don’t you trust me?”

“Even you have to admit how bullshit a question that is after all your talk about greed.”

“I can give you a vow. I can swear to help you. I can take the System as my witness that I think you have a better chance to fulfill my wish than Adrian ever had. But if I do that, the other Rulers will listen and know. If Wrath finds out, it could end badly.”

“There’s no need to,” I wave it off. “I won’t lie and say that what you did makes me happy. But I always knew your motivations, and in a way, I like knowing what stands behind every one of your acts. I can even use it all against Adrian. A poor, betrayed Nathaniel, coming to him to die or beg,” I snicker. “The asshole likes reading my feelings so much, I may as well let him have some fun.”

I look at her properly then. She stands still, shoulders tense, quiet in a way that feels unfamiliar.

Taking a step toward her. Slowly, deliberately, I reach into my pocket and pull out several golden coins. They glint faintly in the light as I hold them up between us. She hesitates before lifting her hand.

I let the coins fall one by one into her palm.

Smiling to myself, I say softly, “I still remember your imitation back on the second floor. She paid gold for me so Lissandra could examine me. Damned monster, even as an imitation, she’d begun to realize this was a tutorial, and suspected that I was an attendee. Back then, Ruby took a hundred gold from Lissandra, who had no idea it was actually only eight gold they asked for me.”

I let the eighth coin clink against the others as I look back at her face. “Now I’m paying you eight gold for the coordinates. I don’t need vows. I don’t need promises.”

Ruby opens her hand and stares at the coins. “These really came from the second floor. Where did you get them?”

“I have my sources.”

“You must have just bought them from a Beyond attendee who kept them.” She pauses, “This is so stupid.” For some reason, she looks more taken aback than I expected, her emotions clearly written on her face.

I say nothing and wait for her decision. Finally, she closes her hand and slips the coins into her pocket.

“For those few coins, you’ll only get a rough estimate, narrowed down to the size of a small country,” she says finally.

            


Chapter 762 - Fragment


                I continue walking through the dungeon, not stopping for a moment as I count down my remaining time. The tunnels I’m walking through are basically just a tube with a stone floor, and the rest of the arch and walls are transparent, showing off the glowing water surrounding the place. An array of huge animals are swimming through that water. Whales even bigger than normal, sharks as big as ships, jellyfish glowing in a multitude of dangerous-feeling colors, along with many others.

Once in a while, they throw themselves against the wall and burst into the tunnel with a cascade of water as they do their utmost to get to me and attack. Each time they do this, I barely pay them any mind, raising my barriers and killing them without hesitation. My mana flares up into powerful projectiles. Arms form from the mana-saturated air and tear them apart, or I fight back the water with my flames.

A whale swims right over me, dark red in color, with big black eyes. With a keening call, it gathers speed like a race car and crashes through the tunnel to smash me down.

One of my mana arms forms next to Septa and throws her towards me. Then the barrier forms around us, rippling on the surface as the whale hits it. It opens its mouth far too wide, with its jaw breaking as it tries to bite against that barrier. Mana around me rises further just as it bites, taking the entire barrier into its mouth.

I expand it to multiple times its original size, dislocating the beast’s mouth and breaking it. Water mixes with blood and blubber as a spike grows from the barrier, taking on a purple hue and piercing through the entirety of the creature’s massive body, leaving it to twitch a few times before it finally stops moving and floats passively in the water.

I continue to walk as a dozen sharks throw themselves against the corpse and start devouring it. Meanwhile, Septa, who’s bitten into my leg again before moving a bit away, follows me.

“Can he see me through your eyes?” I ask her.

The spider stops and tilts her body to tilt her head while staring at me with her many pairs of unblinking eyes.

“I guess that’s a no,” I answer.

Another whale appears, this one attacking me with a sonic stun that vibrates through my skull. I just wave my hand, and my mana gathers as I proceed to channel it. A projectile as long and thick as a ship’s mast skewers it all the way through before detonating and releasing the kinetic energy gathered inside, causing pieces of whale flesh to rain down throughout the tunnel.

I stomp on the floor, sending a burst of kinetic vibrations out ahead just as a multitude of octopuses fill the tunnels. Then I fire off a few more bursts of kinetic energy after that, breaking them apart and piercing their bodies as I continue on to stride over their corpses.

I manage to form a barrier just as a series of attacks make contact in the form of high pressure water-jets, and my kinetic pulse bounces off something trying to hide behind the wall of water in front of me. Mana gathers in front of me, spinning like a whirlpool, then explodes outwards in a torrential wave. Just raw, compressed mana. Before it even hits the target, the expenditure is replenished through my Ignition Heart and my conversion of its thermal energy into mana.

I repeat the same thing three more times, all in a mere two seconds. When it stops, the remaining mana in the air buzzes deeply, and I can almost taste it on my tongue.

The wound on my back stretches, sending pain through my body as I take an elongated step with my kinetic movement, launching me toward the opponent. More barriers form in front of me, deflecting the narrow streams of the water jets, as I stare at the source, and my mana projectile bounces uselessly off the shell of the turtle I find there, as does the next one, though I’ve compressed even further.

Then I simply throw an Empyrean Lance, and a notification rings through my mind.

[You have defeated Great Turtle - lvl 320]

Another barrage shoots my way, which I block again. Another lance fires in, causing a second notification to ring out. Continuing to walk, I shoot one after another, racking up more notifications.

[Empyrean Lance - lvl 35 > Empyrean Lance - lvl 36]

Gradually, the tunnel starts widening. Outside it, a myriad of differently colored, shining jellyfish swim, not attempting to attack. I shoot one of the lances at the wall, but it just bounces off, unlike the monsters, which seem free to pass through to get inside.

The widening tunnel opens into a chamber where a single animal waits. An eel, with lightning flickering across its skin, swims through the air as if it were water. It looks to be about as long as a car or two, and its body is nearly as thick as my torso.

That lightning around it shoots at me. Though it’s entirely mana-based, so I let mana gather in my eyes. I peek through the attack and read the wavelengths as a few of my sub minds merge into one to deal with the information and calculations. Under my gaze, the structure of the attack unwinds, and all that’s left to crash against my body are just the harmless mana particles of the dissipated strike.

Multiple bolts follow. Each stronger and faster than the one before. They come from all sides, some even aiming at Septa.

Still, each of them breaks apart exactly like the first.

The eel grows in size until its body nearly fills the chamber, and lightning forms into the shape of three pairs of huge, luminous wings. The blue color deepens.

I reach out with my hand and manifest a single orb of mana, throwing it to the side. All of the lightning shot at me twists through the air and crashes against the orb as if attracted to a lightning rod.

Then a barrage of my compressed projectiles rains unendingly against the floating eel, tearing holes through its body.

[You have defeated Lightning Eel - lvl 356]

When the eel is dead, I turn around and approach Septa, who stands up on her four back legs and raises her upper body, threateningly spreading her front four legs. She even shifts from side to side. I tilt my head in confusion at the display and take another step closer, offering her my leg.

“You aren’t going to bite me?” I ask.

All those eyes look at me. Deep black orbs lacking eyelids and making it difficult to read any emotion.

Septa then lowers herself onto all eight legs and moves a bit closer. She taps on my leg a few times while looking up at me. I just nod and stand there. She swiftly bites into my shin before jumping back, returning to her threatening position on her back legs with her front legs spread wide.

Seeing that I don’t react, she lowers herself again and stares at me. Then she comes closer and bites me longer and deeper before letting go and walking away.

Once again, I observe how her venom spreads through my body, continuing to evolve and mutate. As before, I realize that if I didn’t have Lily’s healing marks on me, it would be killing me. The poison, toxin, or whatever its specification is, just evolves far too quickly and modifies itself to become stronger. It even corrodes mana, and that’s the part I observe the most. With my new eyes, there is a lot I can learn from it.

It is possible that I could fight against it with an abundance of thermal energy or black mana, but I know how much it would require. In light of that, Lily’s improved healing marks are… just scary. She changed something about her healing after the last time I came to her with wounds I couldn’t heal. It started after we met Luan and Faora for the first time. In the end, though, it’s a good thing for me.

Spitting out a glob of clotted blood, I turn away again and head deeper into the dungeon, where I sense more powerful signatures.

I don’t let the toxin or the wound on my back bother me at all. After the hell that was the body upgrade, they barely qualify as a nuisance.

 







 

It takes me about an hour to reach the end of the dungeon, which has been growing more dangerous the deeper I go. The monsters or awakened animals, or whatever they are, start getting closer and closer to level 400. I think it is safe to say that this is currently, by far, the most dangerous dungeon on Earth, though more lethal ones are sure to appear when the tutorial ends, particularly when people start reaching the rank of Champion, and as the Pairing progresses. Of course, the one holding the Sovereign Spark will be the most dangerous of all.

Still, considering the value it holds, I consider this dungeon way too easy. Getting out of the tutorial early could mean a sure Fragment, though I still think the average Beyonder would’ve probably died attempting it. Even so, it’s not that simple. For example, I don’t think I would have been able to find it so quickly without the coordinates given to me.

As for the last boss standing in the huge chamber between me and the small room holding a fragment, it’s a leviathan, floating in the air just as the eel did before.

It’s about the size of a Boeing airplane, and its body coils through the chamber, so massive that the walls seem to have been built around it rather than serving to actually contain it. Dark scales overlap like armored plates, each one deep blue and green. The air almost visibly bends around it like waves dragged by its sheer presence.

The head is massive with a blunt, armored skull and jaws lined with inward-curving teeth longer than spears. And when it breathes, mana spirals out and in toward its mouth.

Two pale, luminous eyes lock onto me. The pressure of its gaze presses against my mind like the weight of an entire ocean. It uncoils further, claiming the space, certain that anything facing it will break.

 

[Lesser Leviathan - lvl ???]

 

I let a deep breath out.

[Mana Manipulation - lvl 75 > Mana Manipulation - lvl 76]

I lock my gaze with the leviathan, and the mana flooding through me surges out, riding the currents I’ve created.

[Current - lvl 24 > Current - lvl 25]

[Current - lvl 25 > Current - lvl 26]

[Current - lvl 26 > Current - lvl 27]

[Current - lvl 27 > Current - lvl 28]

[Current - lvl 28 > Current - lvl 29]

[Eclipse - lvl 63 > Eclipse - lvl 64]

My eyes burn in my sockets as I look at the monster and the mana that surrounds it.

Our mana explodes simultaneously. Its power spreads like an ocean, while mine surges like torrents of water clashing against its fury. It feels like it’s been ages since I last let my mana run wild, continuously channeling it in its raw form.

The more they crash and the more I channel, the stronger my Predation passive becomes and the more I get used to my eyes. Every attempt to push at me or to avoid me, I face down with a cold, calculating mind and eyes that see through everything.

Without using the Ignition Heart to get more mana, the Leviathan easily possesses more than I do. Yet, my torrential waves and my currents aren’t being pushed back at all.

I move my hand, and my mana responds, flowing in sync. It collides with the ocean of mana, overtaking it as I channel it through myself. My gaze shatters any control the monster once had over its mana, and I claim it, watching the colors drain from the area. Only black, white, and the brilliant blue of mana, shimmering like water, remain.

That whirlpool of energy twists between us, entirely under my control, before exploding forth once more. With a single, devastating surge, it strikes the monster, dragging it beneath its waves. And the mana continues to batter it, tearing scales from its body and grinding flesh until the bones beneath are revealed. The relentless energy hammers on, and slowly, the creature ceases to move, finally falling still.

[You have defeated Lesser Leviathan - lvl 399]

[Lvl 367 > Lvl 368]

Wraith Dance brings me closer. I grab a few scales and pieces of the heart, storing them away before I make my way into the small chamber.

A Fragment hovers in the air in the middle of the room, and I read the text floating over it.

 



Fragment of the Nameless Tree

 



The crystal is a translucent light green, with swirls of soft yellow, blue, and deeper green shimmering within.

Without hesitation, I touch it with my left hand and watch as it sinks into my finger.

It moves under my skin before it settles on the back of my hand, mostly submerged while leaving part of it to poke through. 

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    So, an update on the Biscuit plush!

Four days remain until the end of the campaign, but we’ve already hit enough pre orders to guarantee that the plush will go into production!

Plush campaign link: https://www.makeship.com/products/hell-difficulty-tutorial-biscuit-plushie

 

A big, huge, enormous, massive thanks to everyone who pre ordered!

 

As promised, I’ll be writing the side story that buyers get to vote on, setting up the custom Discord role, and commissioning some art based on your vote. I’ll start working on all of that as soon as the campaign ends!

If you’ve been on the fence about ordering, there’s still time. I don’t want to sound like I’m pressuring you or doing that annoying marketing stuff, but because of how Makeship works, there probably won’t be another Biscuit campaign. The plush also won’t be available to buy after this campaign ends in four days.

 

I’m also re sending the FAQ I made last time:

Price: The plush costs around $30 USD, and delivery is an additional $9 or so. The price can vary a bit and delivery might be more expensive in some cases (it depends on your country, tariffs, and import taxes. So be careful with that!). Not cheap, but the quality should be great!

Timeline: The production starts March 7th. Shipping is estimated to start May 31st, and delivery itself should take 7-15 days, though possibly longer for some countries. Please take this into consideration!

 

Once again, thanks!



                



Chapter 763 - Just as I like it


                The moment I take the fragment, the dungeon starts shaking, and the walls start to fracture, letting in more water.

I don’t know if every dungeon is like this, but this one seems to be falling apart without offering an exit. So, as one of the walls breaks, I exit through the hole to find myself back in the dark, cold water. When I manifest a thermal orb to light it up, I look back at Septa, curious about what she intends to do. The small, dog-sized spider moves all eight of her hairy legs and swims with impressive speed towards the surface, and I do the same.

Adrian is nowhere to be seen, but just in case, I make a quick visit to Sneaky to have him hide some of the memories I’ve regained at least until I’m back in the tutorial. However, that doesn’t seem to be necessary.

I don’t see Adrian even as I exit the water, nor do I see him as I start flying towards where Channeler is, with around half an hour remaining.

Septa climbs out of the water too, standing on the surface and shaking it off. Just for a moment, she stands on her four back legs to wave two of her front ones as she wiggles from side to side, though this time it doesn’t seem quite so threatening. She then falls back to her original eight and starts running in the opposite direction of my flight path.

My flight takes me back to the island, where I land and re-enter the room with Jessica and Channeler. Several massive waterproof boxes sit in the middle of the room, the kind of hard plastic containers the military always uses in the movies.

“Hey, welcome back,” Channeler says swiftly, noticing me looking at the boxes and skipping straight to the point. “I’ve prepared everything you wanted. Snacks, food, be it microwave dinners, fresh ingredients, or other stuff. Along with solar panels, plenty of phones, tablets, laptops, a gas generator, with gas, a number of ebooks my guys already have sorted out in neatly organized files, some instruments for Maya, and documents detailing what happened on Earth.”

He starts naming everything off, but I don’t stop him and instead listen curiously. Meanwhile, I keep my senses and guard up, looking for any sign of Adrian.

“Then there are some more experimental devices our scientists have made with some of the metals and crystals brought out of the tutorial. I don’t know if they’ll be all that useful to you, but there are camera lenses and some weird sensors that those guys seemed to be rather proud of. And a few of the scientists also asked if you could measure a few dozen things in the tutorial. They’ve provided some devices for the purpose with explanations on how to operate them, but you should feel free to throw them away if you want. I’ll just hand over a few of your manabloc plates, and they’ll be happy. What else do we have… oh, you asked, so I put as much as I could in there on smithing, creating alloys, and that kind of stuff. Drones, some guns, you can try, grenades, and other explosives. This one is from me. I gathered several 3D printing pattern samples that I thought you could use in your manabloc creations. Some of the internal structures should allow items to be hollow while still making them more durable than fully solid builds.”

“That does sound interesting,” I agree with him.

“I thought you would like it. Then there are plenty of clothes, telescopes, and radios you could use to prevent someone from spying on mana channels or to improve your communication. Oh, and there’s plenty of deer jerky in there too, and other kinds too, as well as some vests for Biscuit.”

I nod, but this time I’m unable to ignore the corner of the room and ask, “Is that Grumpy?”

Channeler looks the same way, solemnly, and says, “It is. Jessica is already scared.”

“I’m just a Normal difficulty attendee, Rafael. Cats are miniature lions, did you know that? Or tigers. Sure, I could probably play with and forcibly pet a normal lion or tiger, but this is too much. I observed the process a bit, and Grumpy’s muscles are getting stronger, and his bones are much denser than they need to be.”

“Lily said she wanted to make his body more durable,” I note.

“Sorry to tell you, but this cute and grumpy kitten, as she likes to call him, is already stronger and more durable than most Normal difficulty warriors I’ve healed,” Jessica mutters.

Taking one more look, I can only think about how it can’t be that bad. Sure, Grumpy’s now the size of a Bengal tiger and will probably grow a bit bigger. Maybe once? Twice?

Lily’s gently smiling face flashes behind my eyes.

Yeah, let’s just say thrice as big, at least.

My phone rings, and I cancel the call before I move closer and start taking photos of the sleeping Grumpy, just as Lily asked. I boop his nose and take a photo, I even turn him on his back and caress his belly to take another. Then, I take a video of him sleeping. Another phone call tries to connect, but I cancel it as well.

“Nathaniel, how long have you been dismissing that call?”

“Quite a while,” I say, taking the last photo. I turn off the phone and pocket it before straightening up to look back at the blonde man. “I think you guys should be safe, but honestly, you’ll need to prepare for some big changes.”

Channeler opens his mouth but closes it without saying anything, to think of his words. Finally, he says with a smile, “We can only do our best, as always.”

I observe his face for a moment before I nod, this time a bit more seriously, “I wanted to visit the government or the generals or something to make things easier on you, but it doesn’t matter now. Some other guy’ll be taking over. The less I tell you about him, the better, but simply put, don’t try to push against him too much, and try to be reasonable. Though I don’t know why I’m even telling you. It is not like you don’t know how to deal with people.”

Glancing at the countdown, I only have a few minutes left, so I ask. “Anything else?”

“My sister wanted a photo with you, but maybe next time,” Channeler says. This whole thing’s been fairly unexpected and surprising to the point that it makes me wonder if he didn’t throw it in just to improve the mood that I, incorrigible party pooper that I am, seem dead set on bringing down.

I snort. “Why?”

Channeler smiles. “She is a bit… well, unique, you’ll see. It’s a little awkward, but she’s actually stronger than me now. She awakened while on vacation in Greece when she and some friends wandered into a cave that turned out to be a dungeon. We’ve been connecting more lately, and she’s been asking a lot of questions, using your weapons, and studying all the tutorial videos we have.”

“So, nepotism.”

He doesn’t even skip a beat. “Yes. But honestly, I think she probably missed out on getting into the tutorial, otherwise she probably would’ve ended up in Hell difficulty. Though she’s still a spoiled brat.”

Looking at me, Channeler takes a swift step closer. He reaches out and fixes my hair and my shirt a little with quick movements.

“Much more presentable like this,” he notes with satisfaction as he takes out his smartphone and stands next to me to shamelessly take a selfie. “I’m an older sibling, so I have to tease her a little. I apologize for this.”

“Name that photo, Broody Dark vs. Golden Charmer.” The, until now, quiet woman on the couch calls. For some reason, her heartbeat is racing, and her cheeks seem flushed.

“I hope Grumpy grows five times his current size, Jessica,” I say as I step towards the boxes. “Take good care of him. I’ve already memorized your name, and I’ll be passing it on to Lily. She would be very disappointed if she found out you left poor little Grumpy scared and alone after all that talk.”

“I’m the scared one here.”

“You’ll survive,” I answer as I stick out my left hand and observe the fragment on the back of it, protruding from the pale skin. I give myself a moment to watch the reflections before I start cutting off fingers of that hand.

I let mana oscillate on the fingers of my right hand and use [Focus] to filter out the pain as I always do. Cutting each finger into three segments at the joints as I start explaining, “Lily left some healing marks for you guys. To make them last longer, and because of something about bone being a more fitting medium, she placed them there.”

As those fingers drop to the floor, I move thermal energy around them and burn off the skin, flesh, and muscle so only the bones remain. There are fourteen in total.

I continue to explain, “She spent a lot of time working on these. Each bone is a single healing mark, but they need to be activated. They’ll activate with blood, but the person providing that blood needs to hold the bone while it adapts to the body, it needs to heal. I want to give you a very, very strong warning that the blood MUST belong to the person who is being healed. Lily said she doesn’t know what will happen otherwise. That’s just for the finger bones. The two thumb bones are different.”

Looking at my hand missing the fingers, I say, “They should be able to do something similar to what is happening to Grumpy, though it’ll be nowhere near that extent. These bones can’t carry a mark as powerful as the one I had. She made them so they’d work only for humans, they should be able to strengthen the body, heal illnesses, and possibly reverse aging. We don’t know how much, though, so don’t use it on anyone under the age of thirty. The others will heal even a mortal wound. Lily said she tested it, and they should even be able to reconnect a severed head and restart the body. Don’t ask me how she tested it, I don’t want to know.”

Meanwhile, thermal energy blazes on my hand, and my wounds heal as my passive combusts. Bones reform, and flesh and skin grow back to cover them. The process on my pale left arm goes faster than on the rest of my body, certainly faster than it was before the body upgrade, even though the upgrade made me stronger. Then it occurs to me that Constitution influences healing significantly.

Channeler and Jessica are quiet, so I glance at them, surprised by the shocked expression on Jessica’s face as she watches my hand and the bones at my feet. How? She was Normal Difficulty, something like this should…

“Well, thank you. We will make sure to use them well. I’ll even save some for the Group 4 families just in case they’re needed, and use others to gain an advantage, for sure.” Channeler moves first, picking up the bones and placing them on the table. I notice that for a moment, he is surprised by how warm they still are.

“I’ll see you after the tutorial then,” I say, stepping towards the piles of boxes and tethering them to myself with my mana.

“If you don’t get back here before then somehow,” Channeler smiles. “You seem to have a talent for breaking things.”

Hearing these last words, I feel myself being pulled away again and back into my room in the Headquarters of the Primordial Knights.

As always, an alarm starts ringing, but I filter it out and check the wound on my back that still hasn’t fully healed, along with the remains of the toxin in my body.

I allow myself to take a break, sitting down to observe both forces.

Later, as they start weakening, I switch my focus to the fragment on the back of my hand. I’ll need to find out more about it, but currently, I’m thinking one thing, I’m not selling it. If my early observations are correct, this thing will be very useful.

While thinking that, I cut the top off the box where I located the snacks and find a thermobox with frozen pizzas. I take one out and, after unpacking it, start using thermal energy to heat it according to the instructions. Unlike before, my control over thermal energy has improved enough that it comes out near-perfectly, with a charred bottom to add to the taste.

Sitting there on the floor, resting against the side of the bed, I block the doors to my room and hijack the defensive arrays to keep people from barging in to interrupt my thoughts. I think for hours, deeply and gradually, with all my memories returned to me.

I observe my body and its changes from the body upgrade. I take Lily’s and Group 4’s capabilities into consideration, and I even remember the question the Warden of the Parallax Eyes still owes me.

A bit later, I move outside to one of the Headquarters’ gardens and Fragment of the Nameless Tree reacts to my will, shrinking by half. Half of it remains embedded in my hand, and the other I put into a small hole I dig out and close the dirt over it. After just a few minutes, the flat surface bulges and a small sprout with a tiny leaf pokes out, and with it, many ideas spring to life as I observe it and its nature.

There is a feeling that I can take it back and let the rest of the fragment in my hand reabsorb it. Looking at the tiny sapling, I continue to think about everyone whose machinations are continuing to mess with all of our lives, considering all of the Blights and Radiances.

Lastly, I think of my pride, the pride of its Ruler, and everything I’ve heard. Some things snap, leaving me with a certain kind of ill-informed sense of things, others are more complicated. But the base of my plan has been made.

A man to kill, rules to abuse, people to be made useful, items, finally, to be utilized, and the abilities needed to pull it all together.

I take another bite and feel the pizza crunch against my teeth. It stains them black, but I eat it all anyway.

Everything building up towards one single massive fuck you to the system, and all the people so arrogantly standing above me.

Just as I like it.

            


Chapter 764 - Three Months Later


                Three Months Later

 







 

POV 12th Beyond Floor

The mountain shakes and then begins to move, rising up to reveal itself as a mere portion of an enormous snake made entirely of stone.

It coils and shifts in a single massive motion that causes the entire region to shudder, as its immense body sweeps across the land and smashes a neighboring peak into rubble. The air fills with thunder and the sound of falling rocks as the monster stands, gigantic and unstoppable. Each movement is slow, carrying incredible weight, and the monster towers, its form extending miles above the ground, and casts an equally enormous shadow.

[Colossal Rock Elemental - lvl 589]

It slowly approaches and then comes to a stop before a mountain where two people stand waiting. One of them is a young looking human woman. She has silver hair and amber brown eyes. One of these eyes is closed, missing entirely. Several fingers are gone from her hands, and raw, healing burns mark her right arm and leg.

Her companion is a tall lynthari woman with white hair, gray eyes, and a horizontal scar across her nose. She has gray cat ears and two matching tails, which are now standing perfectly still. Even though she stands two heads taller than her human companion, she clearly holds no position of power here.

The elemental opens its mouth slowly. Huge rocks fall out, each the size of a small building, slamming into the ground with earthshaking force. A deep, vibrating noise echoes through the area in a rhythm that suggests words or an attempt at communication.

Facing the two women, the snake’s voice shakes the area around, sending weaker monsters into hiding from the sheer terror of its presence. Only the human woman seems to listen intently, seemingly understanding the beast.

Once the elemental stops talking, she waves her hand dismissively. The colossal snake bows its enormous head toward the woman, who may as well be nothing more than a speck of dust in comparison to its size, and turns around to lie in the same spot it had before, triggering another earthquake as it settles.

Both of the women then move off the mountain, sliding down the face before running at a speed that turns their surroundings into a blur.

They move without pause for a full day before reaching a new territory where they finally come to a stop.

“Your mana,” the human woman asks.

The lynthari obeys immediately. Having grown accustomed to the demand, she puts her hand on the silver-haired woman’s shoulder. Her Mana Heart surges, sending all her gathered mana into her companion, who stands facing the nearby peaks.

“What did she say, Lady Lissandra?” the lynthari woman asks while they wait.

“Little kitten, how did you know it was a ‘she’? Have you finally managed to improve your otherwise lacking perception?”

“Her eyes looked very cute and womanly.”

“I see. A lost cause, then,” Lissandra says. “She called herself The One That Never Followed the Call Upward. She told me about our target. We should be able to reach the one-winged wyvern in another week or two, but I want to confirm something else with another elemental first.”

“Another week,” the lynthari woman sighs. She kicks a stone at her feet and watches it plummet down the mountainside. “Lady Lissandra, I’m bored and sick of this floor.”

“I am well aware of that, unfortunately.”

“That’s too harsh. But Lady Lissandra, I have a request.”

“How surprising,” the human woman answers simply, maintaining her controlled expression. She handles the questions and her companion with the bearing of someone long since accustomed to such complaints.

“When you talk to him through the disciple communication token, take me as well. You can do that, right? Just do your fancy stuff with that black dagger,” the lynthari asks.

“I’ll think about it.”

“Thank you! I promise I’ll stop bothering you for today,” the lynthari says happily. Though she maintains an easygoing mood, her eyes stay sharp, and her fangs glint dangerously as she speaks. Throughout the exchange, something like glitter forms thousands of multicolored surfaces, reflecting the light around her, ready to move in accordance with her will. This lethality is the only reason she isn’t being berated by her master or compared to some noble ladies’ pet.

Soon after, another mountain begins to stir. It reveals yet another stone elemental, this one shaped like a lizard and formed from a much darker sort of rock, with glowing veins of magma pulsing through its body as it digs itself free from the ground.

[Volcanic Obsidian Elemental - lvl 629]

This one does not react kindly to the two presences near it. It shakes wildly, causing rivers of molten magma to spew everywhere from its over mile-tall body, leaving it standing even taller than the previous elemental.

It thunders in that same deep voice, a sound that causes surrounding mountains to crack and sweeps away the clouds in the sky, briefly revealing a beautiful crystal ceiling before the vapors rush back in to cover it. Beams of light still pierce through these clouds, illuminating an area that has been turned into a hellscape filled with flowing magma, crumbling mountains, and ridges tearing open in the ground.

The elemental turns its head toward the two figures and opens its mouth, releasing a long, resonant bellow that rolls across the land like a seismic pulse, shaking the molten plains and echoing through the shattered mountains.

At first, only the sound comes. A breath of superheated air follows, melting the side of the mountain where the lynthari and her master stand. Then, like a spark striking a fuse, flickers of red flame with white core appear deep in the elemental’s throat. These flames are about to blaze out, thunderous, the sound of their ignition already spreading through an area the size of a small country. The air dries up instantly, and distant forests catch fire as the temperature skyrockets.

The lynthari watches this all with fear in her eyes. Though she has grown used to such sights over the months spent with her master, the terror remains. And yet she still doesn’t move an inch, showing absolute trust in her master.

Lissandra Hawthorne speaks then. Her words are reminiscent of neither human nor elemental language, but they carry themselves through the area. They are not overwhelming, and yet they’re louder than the flames, louder than the elemental itself.

A single offer. A mercy.

And the elemental refuses. The flames shoot from its mouth with an even higher pitched screech, a concentrated, quarter mile wide torrent of pure red fire with a white hot core.

Accepting the decision of the being facing her, Lissandra nods simply. She raises her hand, mana dancing across her palm, and swings it down in a single, swift gesture.

The flames rushing toward them split apart, passing by them as if split by the prow of a ship. The heat is incapable of piercing the field flickering around them. Instead, the two mountains on their flanks heat up until the rock and stone evaporates as the red flames pass through, continuing to carve a hole through the entire mountain range.

The flames vanish from the elemental’s mouth, stopping abruptly as the colossal monster blinks. Life drains from its gaze while its body splits cleanly into two vast halves, the rupture running the entire length of its form.

For a single, suspended moment, the pieces remain upright, the veins of magma dimming and flickering. Then gravity claims them. They crash down with world-shaking force, the impact tearing the land apart and sending a final earthquake rippling through the already ruined mountains.

The bisection exposes an enormous heart of molten rock, pulsing with lingering heat. It sears the remains of its former body before spreading outward, melting the surrounding mountains into rivers of glowing slag. The molten tide devours everything in its path, leaving a scarred, smoldering landscape that will remain for decades to show the power the elemental once held.

Looking at the destruction for a moment, Lissandra turns around and leaves, followed by the tall lynthari. They do not teleport, such forms of movement aren’t possible here.

The one winged wyvern’s domain, encompassing the entirety of the 12th floor, does not allow it.

 







 

POV Drom, New Member of Primordial Knights, B Rank

It’s my last year in the tutorial when I decide to join the Primordial Knights. My Void affinity is rare enough to get them to accept me, and the contract isn’t even all that restrictive. I was even able to sneak in some of my own demands. Honestly, I managed to get a surprising number of them through, to the point that I’m actually starting to worry.

But it’s not like they’re desperate. The Primordial Knights currently have four S ranks among their members.

Even before they reached that level, I heard about the annihilation of the Eternal Court. An entire organization wiped off the map by these lunatics. Those few short weeks are whispered about in the Megacity like a modern legend.

It was a sequence of dangers that threatened to destroy the city entirely, a crisis that caused even the Ruler of Diligence to grow enraged enough to destroy the Ancient Armory, burying all its secrets and opportunities with it.

Another demon passes by, looking at our group of new recruits in a way that makes the hair on the back of my neck stand on end. I’ve had enough experience with them to know exactly what that look means. Yet another challenge.

But I’m prepared to face them, the rewards are just that good. Though I didn’t join when the guild was still ranked 5th, I still think I might be early, as it’s widely considered to be a fact that the Primordial Knights will take the 1st rank after the next reset.

There are many reasons for that, and I gathered all the information I could before joining, but it’s clearly mainly thanks to the efforts of their four S ranks, the Beyond quests they’ve cleared, and their performance on this floor.

Even though Nyssa’s been gone for months, rumored either to be dead with her guild hiding the truth or trapped elsewhere in the tutorial, people still remember her talent. They remember the Beyond quests she cleared that hadn’t been touched in a hundred years, and that one 1,000 year Beyond quest she dared to take on.

As our group walks through the Headquarters, I keep looking up at the massive tree that stretches as high as the main building. It wasn’t here just a few months ago when I last passed this street.

Even this tree has become the subject of rumors, especially because of the arrays surrounding it. Most of them haven’t even been set up to defend it, so much as to lock it in. It arouses its own set of rumors that the Primordial Knights are planning some kind of mess in the city, though some say something with this much preparation would be unfitting for a demon.

That tree pulses with a rhythm that feels disturbingly alive. As a Void user, I tend to be sensitive to the absence of energy, but this tree feels like the opposite. It has a dense, pressurized core of mana. Looking at it, it almost looks normal, but I can see faint, swirling veins of blue and yellow light beneath the surface of each pale green leaf, moving like slow motion lightning.

It doesn’t even feel like a plant, so much as a silent, growing explosion surrounded by massive containment arrays, the kind you would use against an S rank.

As a glowing, transparent leaf drifts down, the ambient mana in the air spikes so hard my vision blurs for a moment. I watch it slowly flutter through the air, falling behind a building out of sight.

The mood in the area shifts. I look toward our guide, a demon from the Primordial Knights, who is staring at two figures, a demon and a man.

The demon has pale red eyes and no horns, marking him as a half demon, but a single moment of sensing his heartbeat tells me who he is. Weslin, The Null King, the 3rd S rank in the Primordial Knights.

He isn’t all that tall, but he is well built. His Void is what truly takes my attention. It moves around him constantly in unpredictable spikes. It isn’t just powerful, but also deliberate and efficient to a point very few ever reach. It is an obvious sort of mastery that renders all but the best mana, primordial energy, and fragment users useless.

He seems to be angry about something, complaining and gesturing wildly toward the human man at his side. But that anger seems to disappear just as quickly as it came, then he laughs and pokes the human as if they were long time friends.

Meanwhile, I feel my breath freeze as I look at the human’s face. He is staring right at me, radiating untouchable confidence. It is obvious that, unlike Weslin, he’s noticed that I’ve been observing Weslin’s Void.

He is taller than Weslin and slim. The pupils in his gray and brown eyes are surrounded by a golden circle that constantly moves and flickers, like a light trying to escape or a show of force in suppressing it. His cold gaze feels arrogant and confident beyond reason.

Above his head hovers a dark blue crown, spinning slowly. Rumor says it holds enough mana to challenge a Champion, controlled by an extraordinary mind and a mastery of mana that comes closest to Champion level among all the current tutorial attendees.

Nathaniel Gwyn, The Mana Tyrant. The newest S rank and rumored future Guild Master of the Primordial Knights.
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Chapter 765 - Mora


                POV Nathaniel

I ignore the newbies entering the guild Headquarters on the 4th floor of Beyond and continue to listen to Weslin. He’s talking about a new way he came up with to use his void to fuck over mana users. Obviously, I listen to this carefully and think of countermeasures as I like to do.

Weslin’s void, Morwag’s unbinding, and any other form of disruption. As someone who likes to rely a little bit on mana, a tiny little bit, it is in my favor to know about such things.

In exchange, I, of course, tell Weslin how I would deal with his methods. I’m sure it’ll only be a week or two before he comes up with a way to get around that, too, and I will adapt as well.

I could probably spend some time talking to new recruits. At least, it’s something the vice guild master would like me to do, seemingly thinking I’d be easy to order around, but I refuse. Of course, he doesn’t push much as contract renegotiations are coming up soon, and he doesn’t want to sour our moods before that.

I interrupt Weslin. “I need to head out, I have a meeting with Crimson Forge in a few minutes.”

“Oh, that item you guys have been working on for what? Three months? Ever since your 3rd tournament ended? When are you going to tell me what this is all about, newbie?” he asks.

“Probably in a few more months, but likely before your tutorial ends, so you’d better be here if you want to see.”

“Any hints for your good pal?”

“Well, it’s going to take advantage of their specialization, my blueprints from the Academy, and a few more crafters from the tutorial floors, a shitload of arcane materials I’ve gathered, and loot I acquired from the Ancient Armory before the Ruler of Diligence buried it. Especially the Red Heartstone. It’ll also include input from our guild’s favorite crazy catboy, along with blueprints and materials Brich stole, our examinations of Calvorn, and a bit of inspiration from several low pristine items owned by our guild and Crimson Forge, plus a few additional pristine items we rented for a day or two for a few million shards. Also, my bones and pieces of my flesh, which are apparently way too mana conductive, that we had Lily grow like it was some sort of plant while making it more durable.”

“So, low pristine rarity?”

“Weslin, my bud, I haven’t cried since I was a child. The closest I got was when Biscuit shared his childhood memories, but even then I held back because I’m a true manly man. But damn, if this item doesn’t come out at least low pristine, a growth item, an ego item, or some other ridiculously fancy thing, I’ll be knocking on your door late one night to sit down and cry for hours. Manly tears, of course.”

“Of course,” Weslin nods.

I nod as well and, preparing to leave, I ask, “Malika?”

Weslin answers, “It’s going pretty well between us. She’s still annoyed that I’ve risen to S rank, so she keeps going on dangerous Beyond quests, and I worry about her at times. But I’ve gotten used to how she is, and even if she dies, she’ll be doing something she loves. That’s just how she is.”

“Okay, pause, stop here,” I put away my departure a bit and lean closer to him. “It is all fun and games because she’s a demon, right. I mean, haha, they like to fight and die. Typical demon, right? But Weslin, they’re still like children. They’ll only listen if you prove yourself worth listening to. If you’re okay with her dying on some difficult quest she takes because she is trying to become equally strong as you, that’s fine. But if you would like her to survive and live her best life for as long as possible, as the most delightfully maniacal lunatic she can be, just kick her ass in a duel. I mean, not what you usually do, where you hold back. Make it embarrassingly obvious she can’t keep up. Then talk about how you don’t think it’s a good idea to do the dumb shit she’s been doing.”

“Will that work? I mean, I know demons…”

I don’t let him finish. “Of course it won’t. She is a demon. You need to do it repeatedly. You’re still half human, so you might not fully understand, and be worried she’ll end up hating you or that your relationship will change. But what I can tell you is that she’ll be annoyed for a while, and then she’ll listen. Not ‘listen’ as in do what you say, but ‘listen’ as in finally hear what you have to say and take it into consideration.”

As many times before, Weslin reaches up to scratch his bald head, but once again, his hand twitches as he realizes there’s hair there. And as with the many times before, he touches it and then continues to scratch his head.

“I guess,” he answers, just that.

 







 

Crimson Forge Headquarters in Megacity, located on the 4th floor of Beyond, is dug into the side of the mountain from which the city grows. There isn’t even a single building out here for anyone to see. In exchange for more space and safety, they sacrificed light and any view of the outdoors.

Once again, I find myself fascinated by the defensive arrays set up all over the place. There are even webs of metal alloys spread densely through the entirety of the walls as far as the Pathfinder will allow. A few of the defensive mechanisms are even small tunnels through which a special, trademarked secret mix of molten metals flows constantly. Multiple tunnels, multiple speeds.

That movement of the special molten mix at specific temperatures and speeds generates a field that I still have a hard time properly understanding, given that it doesn’t really interact with mana all that much. It’s clearly been inspired by the prison cell of that deer champion that was trapped in the Astral Prison floor. It’s not to that extreme, but they’re clearly attempting to mimic it, or possibly just experimenting for the love of the game. I wouldn’t be surprised, knowing the main trio of crafters.

As always, when I come here, I examine the mana based defenses and sneak in my control to take over a few different parts. My Preeminence Eyes and other abilities are just way too good for me not to do it. There is even a part of me constantly dedicated to handling and using the eyes, whose abilities I’ve only continued to improve. And at this point, my sight alone can carry my will and allow me to influence mana.

It doesn’t work by sending my mana ahead and then using it. I just look, and it somehow works. I don’t think there’s any spatial component or anything like that, like Min-Jae seems to think. And I don’t think it’s manipulating others’ mana either, as Sophie says. I think it’s still making use of my mana, though I have to work out how exactly it reaches into the distance.

An alarm from an array I’ve dug into too deeply brings my attention back, and I glance at my guide. He is an A rank from Crimson Forge, a thylarin with six arms and wearing a fascinating set of armor with two sets of folded mechanical wings on his back. It is something I know these lunatics have been working on.

He smiles at me and waves his hand, using a bracelet on his wrist to stop the alarm. “Isolde was sure you wouldn’t notice this trap she set for you, and said it holds a signature as close to yours as she could make. She said that in your past five visits, she used simpler traps to ensure that you’d get careless, and that each of them has been wildly different from this one.”

“That’s cheating.”

“She said you would say that and asked me to say: ‘hahaha.’”

“Damn,” I sigh.

Meanwhile, I continue what I have been doing since I noticed that trap thirty seconds ago.

I use that dumbly similar mana signature to sneak in more of my mana, setting it so even if they notice a higher level of it, they’ll just end up blaming the raised signature they used on the trap itself. I set a logic core with my preprogrammed sequence on one of the defensive nodes nearby.

In a day or two, it should cause all their magically flushing toilets to stop working.

Who the hell even makes a master sub system that solely deals with magically flushing toilets? I understand it allows for simple mana redistribution, less work, less materials, and easier upgrades, but damn.

“Is Brich here as well?” I ask my guide, just in case it gets his attention away from what I’m doing.

Meanwhile, the two-winged door made of matte silver metal with dragon head ornamentation closes, cutting off all sound, air, and light while reflecting mana and primordial energies. The two of us continue to walk through the dimly lit, if extremely wide hallway, built to allow for the movement of enormous machinery. Somewhere in the distance, I hear the clanging of huge machines that they’ve built along with the noise of a few other kinds of facilities.

“Brich won’t be here today. A few days ago, he, Savant, and Kaari set out on an expedition to one of the floor’s more dangerous locations.”

“Oh, Kaari’s still in the tutorial?”

“Yes, but this should be her last expedition. In a few days, she’s going to make a push for the 13th tutorial floor before their tutorial ends.”

“I see. Has Savant stolen anything from you guys yet?”

My guide chuckles and, as if affected by that, the mechanical wings on his back flicker for a moment. “Mostly blueprints, knowledge, and a shoulder bone from a Champion we were holding in our treasury. He’s either holding himself back, or we haven’t noticed the other things he stole.”

“What was so interesting about that bone?” I ask curiously.

The thylarin shrugs. “That Champion used to have a trait, skills, and passives that allowed him to grow wings at will. Isolde thinks Savant wants to use it to gain the ability to fly.”

I snort. “If he had improved enough with his kinetic energy, he wouldn’t need that.”

“Sir Nathaniel, I think you sometimes forget just how impressive some of the things you do are. Such control, using kinetic energy to fly in the way you do, is very extraordinary.”

We pass by a smaller group of crafters who head to their lab, and they slow down, taking their time to look our way. A few of them take a moment to bow in my direction and then continue to whisper something in between them.

“Nah. I could already do it back on the third floor.” I answer my guide.

“And how many people with kinetic energy have you seen fly that way?”

That causes me to pause. “Not many?”

“Exactly. To be able to constantly channel and radiate kinetic energy for uninterrupted, smooth flight is extremely rare. It’s easy enough to cause a short burst of energy and move in ‘jumps’ or ‘bursts’. But your ability to handle the mental strain of constant channeling is extraordinary.”

“I’m not lending you any money.”

That causes him to laugh out loud and wave his hand. “You always say that, yet you’re always nicer to me after I compliment you.”

He continues walking first, and I stop and stare at his back.

Am I really that simple of a creature?

I take a step and then follow him again, thinking about it for a moment before I come to the obvious conclusion. Yup, I am. Sometimes.

We’ve almost reached the main facility of the Headquarters, and I observe the process as he unlocks the massive metal door. Then we pass through a short hallway where he unlocks a huge crystal door. Another hallway follows, and the next set of doors is entirely made of wood. When they open with a creak, we enter a perfectly smooth half sphere.

The floor is made of pale blue stone. Above, a cupola projects a moving, beautiful view of nature. There are pointy, rugged mountain peaks in the distance, unlike any I’ve ever seen on Earth. Though it’s day, the clear blue sky is illuminated by polar lights of yellow, orange, and green colors, all blending together. The rest consists of hills and plains, all covered in tall yellow grass that sways as if caught in a breeze. There are just a few trees, but they’re white with red leaves.

All of it feels a bit off. The mountains are too big, and the grass is too tall. It’s as if every part of the scale is ever so slightly off.

I know this is the world Eldrin, Isolde, and Silverweave are from. They’re the top three crafters of the entirety of Beyond. All of them were attendees from the same tutorial and even the same group, taking the first through third rankings in the leaderboards for crafters.

And they’re here as well, each standing twice my height. They are taller than any lynthari or thylarin, even taller than most velnar. Though unlike velnar, they are very slim. Not bulky, not wide. Just very tall. Their bodies are slim to the point where the length becomes unsettling. Long legs, long arms, long torsos, everything stretched just slightly past what feels right.

They look light, almost too light for their size, and yet they don’t feel weak. The way they stand makes it obvious that they’re balanced perfectly, built for movement and speed rather than strength. Their skin is a pale shade of red, smooth and even, marked with gray tattoos that seem to have grown across their skin rather than being painted on. Each of them has different tattoos from the others.

Their eyes are large and pale yellow, and they’re a bit wider than human eyes, while their ears are slightly short and pointed.

The three of them feel similar, the way most members of the same species do, but not identical. Tall, slim, dangerous in a calm, effortless way. That’s the vibe they put off, even if I know each one is a weirdo in their own way. They are from a race called the mora.

“We have a problem,” Eldrin says first. He smirks faintly, not at anyone, but at the idea that this problem could be fun if pushed far enough. “We are missing a material, and we will not be able to get it here in Beyond or the tutorial.”
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Chapter 766 - Domus


                As if expecting my question, Silverweave steps closer. She’s slightly shorter than the other two, though she still towers over me. My guide, already forgotten and used to receiving this sort of treatment, takes his leave.

Silverweave, meanwhile, bends lower to show me some graphs tracking multiple lines of data and starts talking about different materials and their properties, along with other information they’ve gathered.

Even without me asking, she agrees that Eldrin might be too greedy and wasting time searching for a perfect fit, even though we could make do with other options.

The male mora hears this and only snorts in annoyance before moving away. Just two swift steps take him toward the control pillar, where he starts changing settings.

Silverweave continues to talk about how they came to their conclusion and about a material they’ve managed to track down. She confirmed its properties with the Local crafters, and yet it apparently cannot be found on any of the floors.

This goes on for ten minutes as she goes more and more into detail. Of course, I remember it all and store it somewhere in the deep, dark parts of my mind, all while translating certain parts that I need to keep at the surface so I can think about them.

When she says, “Eldrin is fixated on achieving a zero-loss superconductivity loop, which is why he wants to use Everwood. My data shows that if we utilize a layered sintering process, alternating thin sheets of refined voidcopper around Everwood, we can create a ‘buffer-wave’ effect. Using Everwood replacements would result in roughly a 15% loss of total output due to heat dissipation, even though overall stability would remain within acceptable margins. We need a material that doesn’t reach the point of mana and primordial energy fatigue within the first few minutes of operation.”

I translate that to: Eldrin needs a conductive material, and Everwood seems to be really good for that.

“Eldrin, do you really want Everwood because of that, or is it just some new material you’ve heard about and find yourself wanting to experiment with?” I ask.

The mora turns toward me from the control pillar at the question. Standing there tall and towering, he smiles, showing off the fangs all mora have, which are strikingly similar to a lynthari’s. He smiles even wider, like a savage or like he was raised by wild animals in the forest, which is totally unfitting for one of the most brilliant crafters in Beyond.

“Yes,” he says.

“Yeah, I thought as much,” I wave it off.

Silverweave explains, sounding disappointed and a bit sad, “We wanted to send Brich, but there are some things he’s been wanting to do, so he rejected us.”

“The horror,” I shake my head before turning to Isolde. She hasn’t said anything until now, but she has a satisfied smile on her face, likely from the thought of me triggering her trap. “What are you smirking about?”

Isolde doesn’t get to answer because Eldrin activates the pillars. This causes a circular hole, which had been invisible until this point, to open in the floor. “We were thinking of using a piece of your Fragment of the Nameless Tree, but if I’ve guessed correctly, it’s still a pretty long way from being fully mature?” Eldrin asks.

I confirm that with a nod. “I told you it would take years. Did you think I found some kind of magical fertilizer or something? It just continues to grow while I try to steer it in the way I want it to grow. It is a really powerful fragment, but it’s going to take a bit of time. And what even is Everwood?”

Another pillar rises from the hole Eldrin opened. It is transparent glass, and inside it are the assorted parts of our project. There’s the Red Heartstone, a material we’ve converted into a network of logic cores and nodes, mana stones, materials we’ve purified, and various pieces of my bones and flesh. All of which is slowly condensing into the shape I’ve chosen for it.

The Chestplate.

Eldrin flicks his hand, causing the ring on his finger to activate and weaken the barrier. He reaches inside to take out a piece of metal, bringing it with him to set on the table.

As he walks, he explains, “Everwood is a bio-metallic alloy that physically fuses high-density timber with reinforced metal ore into a single material that continues to grow even after harvested. It possesses near perfect conductivity, which causes a broad range of energies to travel through its fibrous grain with almost no resistance. We simply couldn’t find a material more conductive than your body, the floors are just poorly chosen, and the deck has been stacked against those of us with a love for creation.” He lets out a long sigh. “Everwood should also be able to continue to grow in strength, as we would hope for an item we wanted to strengthen as it matures.”

His head turns around, almost to the point where I think he might snap his neck, and he stares at me again with his pale yellow eyes. “Maybe I’ll forget all of that and simply take your body. I’m certain I could find a healer to constantly regenerate you while I took you apart piece by piece. Imagine the items we could make. You would just need to sign a simple contract, and I promise we would put more resources into you than into Brich.”

“Not interested.”

Eldrin’s eyes narrow, and he nods with a smile, but he doesn’t say anything to that.

Silverweave answers instead, “The three of us specialize in item crafting. We are not bio-engineers. Converting living tissue into a permanent, functional conduit requires a deep understanding of somatic mana conductivity that only someone like your ‘Doc’ or a high-level healer possesses.”

She tries to show me another graph she’s quickly drawn out on her tablet. “Our current knowledge of biological preservation is limited. If we attempted to integrate too much of your body into the item, as conductive as they are, we’d face a necrotic feedback loop within months or years. The mana and your primordial energies would simply ‘cook’ the organic cells once they lost their natural regenerative connection to your body. As of yet, we lack the tech to prevent thaumaturgic rot in living specimens. We already have to restrict ourselves to harvesting specific, high-density body parts and not many of them. We have to focus on the pieces we can stabilize and seal to ensure they don’t lose their inherent properties or suffer degradation.”

Once again, I listen to her and nod once in a while, which seems to make her happy, and encourage her to talk more.

For the first time, Isolde speaks to interrupt her fellow crafter. “To cut out the unnecessary details: we want Everwood. It will be good for the chestplate, and therefore good for you. It will also be good for us. Your handler should be able to help you find a quest that would allow you to gather some. An A rank quest, S rank quest, 100 year quest, or 1000 year quest, or perhaps she can get you into some kind of event. It doesn’t matter.”

“What are you so smug about?” I ask her again, annoyed by her smile that doesn’t at all seem to relate to anything she’s talking about. I am almost at the point of telling her what I did to the toilet subsystem, but I hold myself back. “Okay, I will ask my handler. Is there anything else you need from me?”

“I have some interesting information about the Ruler of Diligence that I learned not that long ago. Want to trade me for it?” Isolde smiles more. Just like me, she has an insatiable sense of curiosity.

Meanwhile, Eldrin is already fully ignoring us to the point that I’m sure a first floor version of me would be able to sneak closer and steal something from his pockets without the mora even noticing.

Silverweave, a nerd who’s completely uninterested in this kind of talk, heads toward the pillar to grab a piece of my bone from it. It’s part of my arm, but in her hand, it looks so small. She sniffs at the bone, then licks it, and then writes down some notes.

“What do you want?” I ask Isolde as I watch Silverweave nibble on the bone this time, and note something down again. After a while, I take my eyes off Silverweave and focus on Isolde instead.

“I want something from that healer of yours, Lily Chen. Since she joined Bloodline, it’s gotten difficult to even attempt to contact her, and she just rejects the messages I send through Bloodline’s leadership.”

“There are a lot of people bothering her,” I answer. “So, what do you want from her?”

Isolde’s fangs show slightly, though she doesn’t act as savagely as Eldrin or as weirdly as Silverweave. Isolde is more of the observant type, though she has that weird sense of humor.

“I have a side project of my own, and for that, I want a piece of her spine that I’m sure she can easily regenerate,” she says.

“I would expect this from the catboy, but not from you.”

She shakes her head. “Can you do it?”

“That depends on your information. I’ll either get you a piece of her spine or arrange a meeting, which I’m sure you would prefer,” I say, as I try to imagine petite Lily standing opposite a mora who’s twice my height. Then I realize that, even in such a case, Lily could probably grab Isolde by the leg and swing her around like the brutish bulldozer she is. I glance at Isolde and imagine the scene, which causes her to misunderstand my stare.

“My information is very good, the kind you like best,” she says quickly.

“Go on,” I invite her.

“I accepted this information as payment not long ago, so it’s still pretty fresh for me as well. First, how much do you know about him?”

“Not much,” I say, deciding not to reveal anything I’m not sure she already knows.

Realizing this, she smiles and looks down at me from where she stands, tall and imposing. “The Ruler of Diligence, who also used to be known as the First One, and his past self can be met on the 4th floor. He was born from the experiments of a lynthari Champion in an attempt to create a weapon formerly known as the Colony. The First One was supposed to be the core of that: a hive mind, a node to channel all the thoughts of the Colony. A protector of queens and their general. Of course, it all went very wrong.”

“Of course,” I nod.

“Virelia fell, his [Hive Mind] evolved, and all that. He became an Absolute and fought against two other Absolutes who intended to erase the Colony together. There were a number of pairings, challenges, his well-known feud with the young dragon, the Corporation betrayed him and tried to sell him out, the Slayer was hired to erase him, and in the end, the First One challenged the Ruler of Diligence and won. All that is more or less well known.”

I blink and just nod, trying not to let anything show on my face while thinking about how I want a five season, twelve episode series of that with a proper budget for CGI effects.

“What I wanted to tell you,” Isolde says, “and what I find the most fascinating, is where the Ruler of Diligence is now. I thought about it and made some simulations of how I imagine things to be.”

She pulls out a big sheet of glass and taps on it. Colors flow into it from multiple containers connected to the glass, mixing and creating pictures. At first, it shows an image of a solar system with what seems to be a dying star. There are ten planets, each with multiple moons.

“This was his planet back when he just became a Ruler, the one Virelia was on. The star was dying because of the lingering consequences of the fight against the previous Ruler.”

The images start moving, and gradually, the planets change their orbits around the star and start moving closer and closer toward the planet with Virelia. It feels sped up, as if I’m watching something that must have taken decades or centuries in reality. One after another, the planets crash into the main one, throwing off debris that circulates the globe before later raining onto the surface or burning up and connecting. They do this one after another.

“He wanted to artificially strengthen his planet, not just through pairing, but also like this. While it isn’t nearly as effective, it does create a bigger home for his Colony, which is still hidden deep below, while the surface is bombarded by the fragments of other planets, turned into a living hell. Deep underground, somewhat safe from the Absolutes, safe from the Slayer, and safe from the many others attempting to kill him.”

She talks as more planets appear, pulled from greater and greater distances, and solar systems far away. Asteroids follow, all slamming into it and turning it into a burning hell, yet growing in size.

“That planet grew and grew. It took millennia upon millennia of careful planning and execution, but one day, when it was finished, Domus became one of the biggest planets in the system. Bigger than some stars.” Her eyes light up, and her voice quickens with excitement. “Imagine it. Stabilizing a star of that mass would be insane enough, let alone a planet. And then preventing the planet from collapsing into a black hole? Just how much knowledge and power would something like that require?”

The simulation shows it, the planet is now enormous, taking up most of the solar system and possibly more. The star now orbits it instead.

“And the old, dying star wasn’t enough. So the First One, in a display of the talent we crafters all bow to, created an artificial star. He seeded it into the core of an old one, used its remains as a spark to kick things off, and made it grow, placing it in orbit around the Colony’s home planet, Domus. Then he brought in another star, forced it into a stable orbit, and now both of them are circling the planet!” She laughs in happy disbelief.

At high speed, the simulation changes. The planet cools off, its surface is eventually covered in greenery, water, and enormous mountains as tectonic plates shift, though many gigantic craters where the other planets’ crushed remains are still visible. The stars expand in size, still not comparable to the planet, but they glow brighter nonetheless with a healthy orange-yellow light.

I ask the question Isolde likely wants me to ask, “How many ants are there in the Colony?”

The mora smiles. “Quadrillions, for sure, but possibly more. Maybe quintillions? Sextillions? However, this is the information I had for you. Now, respected S rank, Absolute Candidate Nathaniel Gwyn, may I know if I have satisfied your ever hungry curiosity, and what is the word regarding my payment?”

I look at her and then back at the sheet of glass. “I will put in a very good word for you, and Lily can decide if she wants to meet you.”



            


Chapter 767 - Alone


                When I return to the headquarters, the atmosphere is filled with an aura of pure panic and excitement. Demons are moving frantically in every direction, and alarms are ringing out as waves of primordial energy pulse through the area.

Noticing me, one of the A rank demons rushes over to report something, but I ignore him and take a single step that carries me through the hallways. My senses sweep the area once again, and I shift my direction, entering the training hall where most of the guild has gathered.

Just in time, I step to the side as a massive body flies past me and smashes into the far wall, visibly cracking it.

Unbothered by the impact, Morwag slides to the floor and stands back up, shaking the dust off his frame. Binding energy surrounds him again, making his body much more durable. Yet, even then, there are deep wounds in his side, and all across his arms and legs. All of them bleed profusely, unable to be stopped even by his primordial energy, despite his status as one of the S ranks with the most durable bodies in beyond.

I track his gaze to land on Nyssa, who’s standing on the other side of the training hall. She’s barefoot, dressed in her pale blue tank top, and white pants. Her jacket, socks, and shoes are neatly folded and placed on a nearby bench.

“I have made my decision,” she declares with a calm expression. “Neither you nor anyone else can stop me. But if you try to force your will on me…”

Nyssa takes a short step back and switches into a relaxed combat stance. Her heart beats steadily, and her black hair rises in sharp contrast to her albino skin and pale red eyes.

That feeling of a dagger’s tip resting against your eye, ready to be pushed in, is back. Morwag faces it all, even as most of that pressure is being aimed specifically at him.

“You think I care whether you live or die? That choice is yours alone. I simply find no merit in allowing your death to be so empty. Me? I can afford to die in vain. Anyone else standing here can die in whatever shameful way they wish. But you? I expect more from you.”

“Morwag, since when do you have so little trust in me?” Nyssa asks with the same coldness as before.

They stare each other down before Morwag is the first to step back, acknowledging her strength and her leadership in extension.

“Do whatever you want,” he snorts before walking away, leaving a pool of blood behind him and trailing more of it with every step.

The demons and other members look around, confused, unsure of what to do, and many of them glance at me as if I should have the answers. I simply gesture for them to leave, and they quickly clear out of the training hall, soon leaving me and Nyssa standing there alone.

The Guild Master of the Primordial Knights sits on the bench and begins putting her jacket, socks, and shoes back on. When she finishes, she taps the space beside her, gesturing for me to sit.

“Long time no see,” I say as I take a seat.

“That’s true,” she answers simply, without seeming that she will say more about that.

I let the silence sit for a moment before asking, “I’ve always been curious. Why do you wear white and blue, and why did you make the rest of the guild do the same?”

Nyssa smiles. “There are many reasons, but it is mostly so I don’t forget. There’s still something I have to do, and only then will I be able to feel that I can stop wearing these colors.”

“Oh, so it was just a whim, and now the rest of the guild has to suffer?”

“Suffering might be too strong a word,” she looks up at me. “But yes. Because I am the strongest.”

Those words carry a hint of challenge in them, something similar to what I’m sure triggered Morwag into fighting her. For the first time, Nyssa talks to me that way, acknowledging me as someone she needs to prove her superiority over, though there isn’t a speck of uncertainty in her voice about who would win.

Without raising my mana or primordial energies, I look down at her. She’s every bit as petite as Lily, and I see the reflection of my evershifting trait in her pale red eyes. Thoughts flash through my mind. Plans, predictions, and combat arrays ready to be triggered. There is a lot I could throw around with all the mana at my disposal.

“I will challenge you when I’m confident I will win,” I say eventually.

Nyssa nods and turns around, swinging her legs playfully. “You would lose right now,” she answers simply.

“No need to be rude. I think I have a 20 to 40 percent chance of winning, and damn, that’s a better chance than I’ve had in many of my fights,” I snort.

Chuckling, she says, “MorMor got angry at me. He thinks I’m throwing my life away because of what I’m planning to do. It’s strange and unexpected… and a little bit cute coming from him.”

I look at her, thinking that Morwag might be many things, but “cute” wouldn’t be one of them. After all, even now, he is called the most demon demon to ever exist by many people here in the Beyond. However, I don’t argue and wait for Nyssa to continue talking instead, and eventually she does.

“Seeing these rankings update and seeing the way that man cleared the 5th floor alone, I’ve changed my mind, Nathaniel. I’ll be going to the 5th floor, and I will be challenging a different champion than the one we’d planned. Alone. The one we planned for will be for you and the guild to handle by yourselves.”

She stands up. Her simple pale blue and white clothes are all painfully clean. She carries no weapons, and even her heart beats slowly and with confidence.

Nyssa shows only a tiny bit of her kinetic energy while her Primordial Blood flows through her veins, killing her and making her stronger at the same time, unnoticeable to anyone. Her third primordial energy is something even I don’t know yet.

“After all, what worth has a weapon that’s never been truly tested? How can it be trusted, or expected to serve its function, if it has not proven its edge and endurance in battle?” She takes a deep breath. “Please pass that on to the Vice Guild Master and the others. I am leaving and won’t be returning. After I clear the 5th floor, I will head to the 6th, where I will remain for the rest of my tutorial.”

“I’ll tell the others,” I answer simply.

That causes her to smile further, and before she leaves, she says one more sentence. “I hope to see you there.”

“Yes, I’ll see you there,” I say.

 







 

A notification appears when I am barely halfway toward where Ruby’s been staying when she’s here in the Megacity.

 



You have been invited to meet with your master for 10 minutes. Will you accept?

Yes/No

 



With a sigh, I sit on a bench nearby, which causes a lynthari sitting there to stop eating. He looks at me and mutters with a full mouth, still chewing, “Hey?”

“Do you also have those days where you feel like a lot is happening and you can’t even find a bit of time to sort it all out in your mind? And yet more people keep popping up out of nowhere just for the purpose of ambushing you?”

He finishes chewing and gulps before he says, “I have no fucking idea what you mean.”

“I guess you wouldn’t. lynthari are highly extroverted anyway, so you guys wouldn’t have those sorts of problems.”

His tail flickers as he takes another bite of what looks like a baguette with a lot of meat in the middle. “Aren’t you the newest S rank from the Primordial Knights?” he asks somewhat carefully.

A notification pops up again.

 



You have been invited to meet with your master for 10 minutes. Will you accept?

Yes/No

 



“I guess I am,” I answer. “It’s still a bit fresh, though most people already seem to know.”

“I was prepared to shut my mouth and just nod politely, but you seem more chill than I expected,” the lynthari chuckles.

“I’m the one who invaded your personal space. It would be a dick move to be an asshole without a good reason after that. Though, honestly, if it helped me, I’d probably throw you off a balcony. Don’t say anything. Just imagine that throwing you off a balcony would actually hurt you.”

The lynthari nods, and I use my mark to teleport to my room in the guild headquarters. Teleportation in the compound is against guild rules, even for guild members, so some alarms begin to ring, but I just shut them off for my room before accepting the invitation.

Then I find myself in that never-ending white space where you have no idea where the floor meets the walls, or the walls meet the ceiling. To my surprise, instead of Lissandra, I find myself facing Myrra, who is smiling brightly with her fangs showing. Meanwhile, my “master” stands somewhere behind her, further away, as if to avoid being a part of it for now.

“Feral one!” Myrra takes a long step closer and then lowers herself so our eyes are at the same level. “How much did you miss me?”

“No.”

Her ears twitch, and her tails sway… tails? I look down, and she notices.

“I have two of them now. My body upgrade was kind of special,” she answers playfully while already standing straight, walking around me in slow circles, and poking me at times.

“Was it your doing that brought her here?” I ask, immediately blaming Lissandra, but the Absolute doesn’t seem bothered at all. Myrra walks in front of me to block my view of the silver haired woman.

“I’ve got only five minutes to play with you, so pay her no mind! I swear, feral one, there hasn’t been a lynthari who’s suffered as much as I have on that boring floor with no one to talk to.” She gently pokes my scar, stretching from my left cheek through my neck. “I have a similar one,” she says, gesturing at the horizontal one going across her nose.

“I’m happy to hear you are doing well and that the person over there kept her promise. I really am,” I answer her, which causes the tall lynthari to take a step back.

But it only takes a moment before she smiles and moves back into my personal space. “How cute, feral one. Should I start calling you ‘the tamed one’ again? By the way, we’re fellow disciples now, you know that, right? Our bond grows ever stronger. And what is that crystal in the back of your left hand? And your eyes? They’re prettier than ever! Now that I look at them, calling you ‘tamed one’ would be a mistake. They feel very focused and dangerous, as if you’re constantly prepared to bite me. Do you want to bite me, feral one? Do you want to pull on my tails?”

“I want to throw you off a balcony while the Ruler of Kindness and a ridiculously adorable vyssari child help me to get you over the railing.”

“Is that some sort of cipher?”

“No, I’m being honest.”

“How mysterious!” Her tails sway as she walks around, finger on her chin, as she continues to mumble theories about what my “cipher” might mean.

Seeing her act so overly excited, I start to realize how much she’s actually enjoying this meeting. The lynthari are like cats addicted to new stimuli, whether it’s interesting events or observing interesting people. She’s clearly been suffering from a lack of both on the floor they’ve been staying on.

I don’t mind it that much when she moves around like a hyperactive child and keeps asking questions. In a way, I can’t help but be okay with it.

As I said, I’m happy to see she’s doing somewhat well, though I’m sure she’s hiding a lot under that surface. There’s just no way things are really that simple. They never are. She just seems to have too many small wounds that seem to be healing slower than they should. Her Aurora Glass, constantly moving around her, is far too dangerous for there not to be a price attached to becoming that strong.

I try to find out if she’s been declared an Absolute Candidate yet, but then I stop myself. This is Lissandra we are talking about. Of course, she hasn’t.

In quick succession, I tell Myrra as much as possible, watching with amusement as she devours every word to muse over later. I tell her about the floors, a brief summary of what happened, some of the interesting people I met, the Ancient Armory buried by a spiteful Ruler, Biscuit’s annoying friends on the 9th floor, how Group 4 is doing, updates on my minion, and some of my future plans.

She also quickly tells me about her months on the 12th floor, though very little, as even here, much of it tends to be censored. She mostly spends the time complaining about Lissandra, who stands nearby, unbothered, as if she’s long since gotten used to it.

After all that, Myrra grabs my hand. She holds her finger over the vein in my wrist, sending her senses through my body to ensure she notices if I lie. “So why such a hard gaze? Why do you feel so cold, feral one?” she asks.

The thought that something so simple would be enough to catch me out almost makes me snicker, yet I don’t do anything to stop her. I allow her to sense whatever she wants. Though when I think about it, it might just be her knowing I wouldn’t bother trying to hide it from her.

“It’s okay, Myrra. There’s just a person I need to kill to protect some people. Nothing more, nothing less. And if anyone stands in the way of me doing that…” I do not finish the thought.

Her tail and ears freeze the moment I return her gaze. Her ears move back, pinning themselves flat against her head. She stays like this for a moment before her ears return to normal and her tail flickers swiftly. Her tongue sticks out as she licks her lips, her fangs showing entirely.

“Ah… feral one…”

She doesn’t get to finish. Lissandra’s mana signature rises from the back, and Myrra swiftly straightens up and moves to the side. “…As if you couldn’t turn around and give me a few minutes longer,” Myrra mutters, sounding disappointed.

Feeling as though I just escaped a grave danger, I focus on Lissandra.

“Little pup, congratulations on attaining the title of Absolute Candidate. I do believe you must have put in a lot of effort, considering the state of your body, your upgrades, and your trait,” she says formally, as if it is something expected of her to say.

Just as formally, I answer, “Thank you.”

“We don’t have much time, but before we talk, you’ll have to do something about your, honestly pathetic, Mana Cycling.”

Expecting nothing less, I just nod and prepare to listen.

            


Chapter 768 - Scram


                “Just do it like this,” Lissandra says.

While I watch with my Preeminence eyes, she allows a bit of mana with Myrra’s signature to seep from her body, where she circulates it.

At first, it confuses me because of how simple it looks, but then I start getting more information from my trait. Wavelengths shift, each moving in different trajectories at highly calculated speeds. There are spots where the circulation, seemingly without any good reason, starts moving faster only to stop later. All without any sort of rhythm I can currently pick up on.

More information floods my mind, and the longer I stare at it, the more I realize this is likely the way someone at the verge of Champion would move their mana. Well, by Lissandra’s standards, at least.

As with many of the things she does, it feels ancient. Raw and almost primitive. It’s like the way people used an infinitely less powerful computer than a modern smartphone to get to the moon half a century ago. Meanwhile, we have people nowadays who rely on much more computing and computers, or in this metaphor, a system, rather than going through enough calculations to create a head high mound of notes.

Yes, I will do anything in my power to continue with this Cyclist Destroyer metaphor.

Observing what she does, I gather as much as I can, and yet I still decide that I’ll only be taking the parts that I want and modifying the rest so it fits my body. I’m reasonably sure that what she’s shown me would fit me well as it is, but this is simply what I like to do because I know that, through making my own version, I can continue to improve.

Seeing that I am done, the mana pulls back into her body, and I ask her, “Do you need more black mana or any mana in general?”

“I don’t, little pup. Honestly, this meeting might’ve been a waste of time, but the little kitten wanted to see you, and her begging was starting to get even on my nerves.”

I glance at Myrra, who just smiles and shamelessly sways her tails. Turning back to Lissandra, I ask, “How many disciple meeting tokens do you even have?”

“I have three more.”

I blink. “Three?”

“Yes, three. I gained them during the 5th floor of the tutorial. But enough idle talk. Do you know how to use the Fragment you now possess?”

“A bit. Some things I came up with on my own, and others I have…”

“Which is to say, next to nothing.”

“It is one of my greatest joys, discovering how things work on my own and finding my own uses for them.”

“Little pup, sometimes it hurts me physically to watch people who behave like you. It is as if you’d rather run face first into the same wall again and again before considering that you could simply turn aside. All the while, someone else keeps telling you to go left, but you just keep screaming like a gray lizard, so you can’t hear it.”

“…I’ve heard quite a bit about these gray lizards. One of these days, I’ll have to find one. Are you in one of your ‘pass on knowledge’ moods? Go on, tell me about the fragment, but don’t expect anything in exchange.”

She stays quiet, and I give her time, yet seconds pass, and her face turns focused instead.

I’m about to speak when her eyes drift past me, and she starts talking again, her voice settling into something colder and filled with power. “I have stood at the summit of one of the most powerful planets in the universe for longer than most of you could endure. My mana blazing like a dragon’s breath, vast and unending as the Dark Oceans of Eladore. Your pathetic bunch was forced to tear pieces from my memory just to keep my shadow confined to the tutorial. I have already faced one of you. When his life ended, he looked at me with nothing left in his eyes but shock and tears he failed to hide.”

The presence around her rises up, and it has nothing to do with mana. It’s as if I can feel the capabilities of the body in front of me. This body holding the brain and memories of a person, only the Ruler of Pride could have faced.

She does not look at me. Even her words are not meant for me. Her gaze rests somewhere beyond my shoulder, fixed on a distant point only she can see.

Lissandra stops after a few steps, staring in that direction with a cold expression. “Even in the state you see me in now, I am more than capable of facing whatever trash dares to call itself a Ruler these days. This is more than enough. If you’re afraid to face me, then stop eavesdropping and scram,” she shouts.

I don’t even realize it at first, but the black dagger is already in her hand. She swings it. The air shudders, and the endless white flickers, swallowed by a cloud of pitch black, before snapping back again. It happens again and again. When it eventually stops, the never-ending white space remains, split by a long black scar stretching into the distance. Slowly, almost reluctantly, the scar begins to close.

Lissandra already has her attention back on me. “There is nothing I want of you, little pup.”

Trying to ignore what just happened, I gesture at the dagger. “You didn’t have a problem wanting me to make that.”

That dagger is now slightly different. It is still pitch black, but in some weird, twisted way, it feels more firm and materialized. It is as if it’d been forged from the darkest of metals instead of mana.

Looking at it as well, she lifts it and twists it slightly to observe it. “It is indeed a useful tool. But that’s it: a tool.” Her eyes snap back at me. “Is it a tool for you as well, or is it something you’ve grown over-reliant on and allowed to stifle your growth?”

“Why don’t you tell me?”

She smiles for a faint moment. “Good. Now, back to your fragment, and I don’t want to hear any more of your silly talk. I’ll only tell you a little so you can have your “great joy.”

I lift my left hand where half of the fragment of the Nameless Tree lies embedded. It is a pale green crystal with green, yellow, and blue lights swirling inside. “As far as I’ve been able to observe, it needs time to mature, and it will grow to match my person, while in a way I can influence it.”

Lissandra shakes her head. “If we really must talk about it in such simplistic terms, so be it. If you are able to, try to find someone to teach you about the true nature of the Fragments and how they came to be. We don’t have much time left, so I won’t start that story, as it is something I would want to give proper time. As for your Fragment, in a way, you’re correct. The Nameless Tree takes its meaning from that very absence of a name. It exists in a state of waiting, without nature, without design, without even a name. Because of that, you may imprint all of those things upon it. The tree that now grows where you planted it can be reabsorbed by you. When you then plant it again, it will begin from the start, but it will grow faster, because it remembers what it once became. You may also feed it to accelerate that growth.”

She taps on the crystal, which is the size of my fingernail in my hand, and makes a circular movement with her finger. This causes the lights inside to swirl in that same motion. “This fragment is capable of granting both great power and leaving you an utter weakness, depending on its owner. In the hands of a true Absolute, a fully matured fragment, raised correctly, can rank among the strongest of the fragments. Some shape it for combat. Others refine it into materials or cultivate extraordinary fruits. Most often, it’s raised up as the heart of a Domain. In that role, it serves as a central node that does not weaken or decay, allowing its owner’s influence to extend far beyond their usual limits. Antenna, node, storage, it can also be forged into a weapon, staves, bows and spears.”

“But you seem to have a recommendation for me in particular,” I supply.

“Yes. The path you are walking on is one of constantly doubling down. So, push blindly in one direction and continue to deepen your weaknesses until your strengths grow so overwhelming that those flaws simply cease to matter. Though it’s ridiculously dumb, given your abysmal level of talent, what you have done to your body is absurd. Even so, I admire it. I see the purpose your clumsy constructs serve, and I can feel a hint of what you can materialize to endure your mana in your stead. Continue to do that, because if you have any talent, it is for mana. Do not allow anything to take it from you, and do not rely on something else to bear it in your place. Carry it with you at all times, and train your body and mind to endure what others would require items to survive.”

Lissandra gestures for Myrra to come closer before she turns back to me. “Grow your tree for the sole purpose of enhancing your primordial energies, so you can torture your body and mind to channel even more.”

I give it a bit of thought. It is the sort of thing I’ve been considering myself, as the tree seems to be even more malleable than I’d initially believed. My primordial energies… using it this way… that could work.

“I’ll think about it,” I say, replying to Lissandra.

“Do whatever you want,” the Absolute answers. She turns to Myrra. “You have ten seconds before it moves you out of here.”

With that, Lissandra disappears, leaving me and the lynthari alone. Before I can think of anything else, Myrra crushes me in a surprise hug. The force makes me take several steps back to keep us from falling. Some of the confidence and cheerful mood she’d put on earlier is gone now that Lissandra’s left. Myrra squeezes me strongly but carefully, aware of the limits of my body.

“Is it that bad there?” I ask her in a whisper as I hug her back.

She halts for a second. Without answering, she squeezes me even tighter. This time, I think a few of my bones actually crack, but I don’t really care all that much, and I allow it. I somewhat awkwardly pat her back a few times.

When the time is almost up, she lets go and turns around. I don’t even get to see her face as she waves with her back toward me, then disappears just as Lissandra did.

Finding myself back in my room, I allow myself to sit for a few moments before I stand up and stretch. Looking through my window, I stare at the Nameless Tree growing there, surrounded by a multitude of barriers. Like lightning, a myriad of ideas flash in my mind, and I take a moment to enjoy going through all of them.

Meanwhile, a powerful presence is heading toward my room. I also observe it with curiosity. The presence doesn’t slow one bit, and as it reaches my door, it just steps through. The visitor pushes right through the metal-reinforced door, which I’d reinforced with inscriptions, mana stones, and other materials.

The most demon demon to ever demon simply walks through, ripping the door from its frame and tearing several large chunks of wall free with it.

Some of the alarms I’d set ring out, warning me of an intruder. One after another, I turn them off while never for a second taking my eyes off Morwag.

I can feel his aggressive heartbeat. Being taller and more muscular than most demons, his presence feels especially overwhelming in the confined space of my room. His steps are long and powerful, and yet quick and agile. After a few more strides, he stops before me, never breaking eye contact for a single moment.

“I broke your door,” he says.

“It seems like it,” I agree.

“What are you going to do about it?”

I open my mouth to say something quippy, but looking at him, I close my mouth back again.

Then, I chuckle and say, “Scram.”

My blast of kinetic energy crashes against him with such speed and volume that he doesn’t have time to react or gather enough of his own primordial energy to stop it. His body hits the wall and crashes through it. He rolls across the hallway and then through another wall, disappearing from my sight.

Combat subminds activate, and pre-prepared arrays rise to the brink of activation, and I slowly walk toward the hole in the wall, step over the broken bricks, and enter the hallway.

After gesturing for a few nearby demons to get out of the way, I start walking toward where I sense Morwag’s signature and his primordial energy rising at high speed.

            


Chapter 769 - Bound together


                A metal door shoots my way, cutting through the wall and forcing me to duck before it embeds itself in the stone behind me. A brick follows, which I deflect with a pulse of kinetic energy.

I generate more kinetic energy and shape it into a Needle Point. Unlike Lioren, I don’t make it as thin as a needle. I make it as thick as a tree trunk. It smashes against Morwag accurately, but nothing else happens. His signature doesn’t move at all.

The alarms ring annoyingly, both the audible and the hidden ones, so I reach through the defensive array and disable them one after another, throwing the hallway into silence. The sound of crumbling stone cuts through the quiet as Morwag walks out through the hole in the wall. His Primordial Binding doesn’t flicker or radiate into the area, but rests on his skin and seeps through his body.

There are a few questions I would like to ask. Morwag has been holding back a lot in the past three months, and he hasn’t challenged me once. For any other demon, this would be extremely undemonic behavior, but for Morwag? I think it fits him. There is a deep rooted violence inside of him, but with it comes a personality that considers such a lack of control to be pathetic.

Morwag is surprisingly smart, and I’ve seen it many times, but when he decides it’s time, he turns into a brute like any other demon. Right now, it feels like he’s been saving me for months. Like a dessert to eat at the end of the dinner. Whatever happened with Nyssa must have pushed his hand. It’s perfectly obvious to me without any words needing to be said, I don’t even need to ask.

I watch as my Needle Points crash against his body and explode like icicles falling to the ground. The distance between us shortens as he moves his muscular body at impressive speed. I wait until he’s just a step away, then release a more powerful blast of kinetic energy, which he unbinds. Ten more blasts follow, each almost equally powerful.

He unbinds and endures the first few, but I channel them too fast and with too much power for him to consistently gather enough energy. His body shoots away like a cannonball, rocketing through the door.

At the same time, I find my own body being pulled ahead as if there’s a rope tying us together. A binding he’s created out of his primordial energy.

My mana surrounds me as I crash into the wall and roll into the kitchen, where a few dozen guild members are eating. From between the broken tables, Morwag charges me. I attempt to teleport but find him binding everyone to this place with the intent of disabling teleportation. A part of my mind instantly separates, observing how it’s been done and deploying countermeasures.

Meanwhile, I use Wraith Dance to avoid his charge. More Needle Points shoot toward him, causing him to stagger but failing to wound him in the least.

He uses the energy binding us together to pull me toward him, but I absorb my momentum and hold myself in place while using [Redistribution] on him. Morwag halts on the spot, held there by my will. Before he can free himself, I grab what looks like a tomato from a table nearby and throw it, causing it to splat against his cheek.

“Fuck you,” I say.

The demon stays quiet, an almost unbelieving expression on his face. The red of his eyes deepens, and he sticks out his tongue, licking the juice flowing down his cheek. In the next moment, the immense strength of his body breaks through my hold. At the same time he pulls me, he binds me to the spot where I stand and charges at a speed that would tear his body apart if he weren’t binding it together.

His fist comes close to my face before I teleport outside, finding myself in one of the training areas. I take a few steps into the center of it before grabbing the bond that ties us together. I pull on it with all the force I can gather and enough kinetic energy to evaporate a skyscraper.

Breaking through a dozen walls, Morwag’s body bursts through the wall and metal shielding and crashes into the training area, where a tricolored orb slams into him, throwing him to the side.

A few demons in here shout in excitement, and one of them attempts to join the fight, but a burst of my kinetic energy sends him flying to the opposite side before I throw more orbs at Morwag. They explode one after another, shaking the training area, which endures impressively, having been built with even this sort of damage in mind.

I catch sight of the two deep red glowing orbs that are his eyes before he steps out of the explosion undamaged. All the lingering mana in the air turns into fine particles that rain down like dust, reflecting the lights in the training area.

Morwag twists his head, his neck cracking audibly as he steps in front of me and pulls off his shirt, revealing his bare chest. What catches my interest are the vest and arm bands he wears just over his elbows. Standing there, he cancels whatever effect binds them together, and that vest, those arm bands, and a pair of cuffs around his legs slide down and fall to the ground.

A series of heavy thuds echoes out, far heavier than expected. The demon facing me takes a deep breath and disappears in a blur. At the same time, I use Wraith Dance to move.

The ground where I stood explodes under the force of his attack as his leg smashes into it. He doesn’t stop and moves again as I observe twitches of kinetic energy around him while he shifts his body. As before, I use Wraith Dance to move away, but I leave an orb filled with golden thermal energy where I once stood.

As Morwag reaches the spot, the golden flames wash over his body and reach into the area, but he stops them before they can expand any further. He binds these flames to himself, pulling them to his hands, which start glowing with those golden flames.

He moves faster than before and follows me through another series of explosions and teleportations before he catches up to me and throws a punch at me with a fist wrapped in golden fire.

The flames die out as they reach for me, drawn back under my control. His movement slows just that little bit as I try to hold him there. I dodge his punch, twist around him, and slam my open palm against his chest, releasing sequential waves of rippling kinetic energy in an effort to pierce his body.

Morwag takes a few steps back, and pain twists his face, but he clenches his teeth and his muscles tense up in a way that sends a pulse of vibrations into the area, suffocating the kinetic energy I’ve been pushing through him.

I don’t wait for him to regain his composure. From point-blank range, I unleash a surge of raw mana. The floor beneath us rips apart, the ceiling splits with a sharp crack, and the force slams outward, tearing straight through the wall.

Stone, metal, and debris are blown away in a violent burst, opening the area to daylight and the rush of outside wind, which rushes in as the structure shudders around us.

Still sensing him nearby, I gather kinetic energy and release another blast to send him flying, following it with a few more, but this time, he matches my speed. He doesn’t use his unbinding at full power, just enough to weaken the effect so his body can endure the rest. Where ten sequential kinetic pulses had overwhelmed him before and sent him flying, he now stays in place, absorbing each impact and adjusting with every strike.

My body is bound in place, and he pulls on it, jerking me around like a ragdoll.

I fly through the air and use a few short bursts of kinetic energy to twist just enough to barely avoid his punch, flying past him outside into one of the gardens, where I absorb my momentum and slide on the grass until I stop and my back touches one of the trees.

I duck immediately, and that tree explodes into splinters under Morwag’s swing. He follows it with another downward strike, and I evade it. The ground under us cracks, exploding into a crater and sending debris into the air, where it clashes against many of the barriers set there.

Moving a distance away, I raise my mana. The area drains of color, and in that black and white world, my Preeminence eyes glow as I [Eclipse] the arrays and take them under my control. I disable the part that disables flight and rise into the air just as Morwag reaches me.

He jumps up anyway and shoots toward me like a rocket, only to be met with a combined blast of kinetic energy and mana, which throws him to the ground and through one of the guest buildings, which explodes apart violently.

I sense no signatures around, so I let thermal energy from my Ignition Heart flood me. Golden flames burst down like a huge stream as thick as a building, blasting the debris of the house and surrounding Morwag. The metal and stone melt, and I disable more alarms from the defensive arrays.

That stream of golden flames continues to narrow. The thickness of a car. The thickness of a tree. An arm. A finger. A laser thin golden stream pierces the air in a way that causes it to screech like a jet engine.

Yet, despite the stream’s intensity, Morwag steps out calmly. There is no more damage on his body than before, and that thin stream of flames burns straight into the middle of his chest, causing only reddened skin and burns.

Not breaking eye contact with me as I hang suspended in the air, Morwag takes a small step to the right so the stream of flames now burns exactly over where his heart beats strongly.

Then, the binding energy he’s been gathering reaches toward me in a way I can’t avoid. I can’t even disrupt it like I can with mana. There are many ways I have learned to deal with primordial energies, and I try all of them. I use my own primordial energies against it, I use my mana, and I try to rely on my skills.

But in the end, it is just too different, focusing on me in a way I don’t have experience dealing with.

The moment the binding connects us, I know what just happened and twist the laser stream away from his heart, just as Morwag weakens the forces binding his body together.

His chest is sliced deeply, blood appearing and vanishing as it’s instantly burned away, leaving a streak of sizzled, blackened flesh from the center of his chest to the other side of his right shoulder.

Morwag lets the blood that oozes from the wound collect on his fingers and palm, turning it over and feeling its warmth. He then moves his hand into his long white hair and dyes it with the deep red blood, slicking the hair to the back of his head.

With a streak of red in his hair, he looks at me and then at my chest.

Narrowing my eyes, I put the palm of my hand on my chest and press the white shirt I’m wearing against it, causing a bloody line to appear that mirrors his own.

My heartbeat speeds up erratically, and a whiff of fear washes over me as I watch the expression of the demon below me. The determination etched into his face clearly says he’s still got more in him. An almost intoxicating confidence, a controlled menace that radiates outward.

Under the force of my will, the beat of my two hearts gradually calms down and begins to sync, both of them beating out the exact same rhythm. In front of me, that golden thermal energy gathers again as I continue to compress and strengthen it. It shoots ahead faster and more deadly than before in a sweeping move across Morwag’s neck, attempting to cut off his head.

He remains standing for the first sweep, and after that, dodges under the second that follows, attempting to do the same.

There is sizzling skin across Morwag’s neck and blood flowing down from it across his bare chest as he starts laughing roughly with his vocal cords damaged.

The very same wound appears on my neck. Burning and painful, the sensation is emphasized much further by my body being so much weaker than that of the demon I’m facing.

            


Chapter 770 - Fight between two S-ranks


                I allow thermal energy to combust under my skin while Morwag relies on his natural regeneration. Each wound I inflict on him appears on me now that he’s forged this connection with his binding. These wounds burn and hurt more than usual, as if [Focus] can’t filter the pain out for me. But the same goes for Morwag.

My [Empyrean Lance] skewers him easily through his stomach and pins him to the ground.

Pushing through it all, he awkwardly stands up, the glowing lance sliding out of him as he rises. The way I hover in the air remains constant, not shaking even a bit, even as a hole appears in my stomach and blood pours out. A bit of blood flows from the corner of my lips from how hard I end up clenching my teeth.

Standing there with that hole in his body regenerating, Morwag looks towards me menacingly. He moves his right hand and stabs it into his left side, where he squeezes something, sending bursts of pain through my body.

Golden flames burst and seep out through the holes in my body. The mana I’ve been gathering spins around me in swift currents. I raise my right arm to the side, and all that mana swings down, cutting the limb off cleanly. Before it falls down, I grab it and press it to my shoulder so it can reattach, then teleport to appear directly in front of Morwag.

With his right arm cut off, but still stabbed into his side, he turns to face me with his left. I let my mana destabilize at my ankle, snapping it and his as well, which causes him to lose his balance. My punch crashes against his chest, and before he can fly back under the impact, a mana arm forms from my back and grabs the arm stabbed into his body, holding it and forcing it to slide out.

I chuck the severed limb to the side, where it breaks a window and falls into someone’s room before I use Wraith Dance with my remaining unbroken foot to reach Morwag.

His missing arm is already regenerating, but with how powerful his body is and how much he has to focus on his healing, it will take a while. Meanwhile, mine is already nearly fully reattached.

This time, he’s the one struggling to avoid my attacks. He doesn’t care that he steps on his damaged ankle, sending a spike of pain through both of us, and he swings his head down, slamming it into my forehead.

I absorb all the kinetic energy from the impact, and once again, the area drains of color, disrupting whatever attempts the city guards are making to intervene. The sheer flood of my mana pierces through his natural barrier, which has weakened along with his with his binding. Then I touch him and teleport both of us outside of the city and into a canyon surrounded by towering cliffs.

Falling through the air, we exchange punches. Mine cause more damage than Morwag’s because he’s not even trying to defend, while his strikes are being stopped by my kinetic absorption. Forming a tricolored orb, I detonate it between us. We are thrown in opposite directions. Morwag crashes into the cliffside while I slam into the ground.

There, I gather more thermal energy. It shoots ahead in a stream as thick as a tree trunk, hitting the side of the cliff where I can still sense Morwag. I track his body with the beam, which almost makes it look like I’m drawing on the cliff, melting through rock and causing lava to flow and drip from the point of impact. A few times, burns appear on my body, scarring my face, my leg, and my back before they start healing.

As Morwag falls to the ground, both of his legs break as he stops holding his body together and even seems to purposefully weaken it. The shared wound causes me to stumble and fall to my knees.

His regeneration heals his legs faster than my combustion can recover, and, appearing standing in front of me, he kicks at me. He hits only my right arm, breaking it and throwing me to the ground. With his right arm missing, there is no corresponding wound on his body.

He pulls on his binding and, like a ragdoll, he yanks me back toward him. My mana bursts and surrounds me in a suit of armor that grows to twice his height. I allow myself to crash against him, and two more arms form from the dark blue mana armor as kinetic energy moves to power it. I twist and grab his body with two hands while the other two start battering his face and chest.

Morwag’s binding energy flickers across his skin. He slashes with his remaining arm, cutting the mana my armor is made of and disrupting it for a moment before more mana rushes in to reform it. I get back up and, still holding him, I swing and throw him against the cliff. Multiple thermal, kinetic, and mana javelins follow, bombarding the area.

Then I stagger back in pain and breathe heavily through my mouth, as my nose alone doesn’t feel like it’s taking in enough. Blood flows from my mouth and down my chin.

A loud cracking noise and movement draw my attention as a rock giant steps out from the cliff, standing several times taller than me. Morwag is binding the surrounding stone to himself, compressing it and moving it with the insane strength of his body. The ground shakes as he takes a step and swings down at me.

Watching that movement as if in slow motion, I let more mana flood me. My armor grows in size to match his, and I catch that rocky arm. A burst of kinetic energy pushes me forward as I slam him against the cliff.

Audible cracks boom through the canyon. Stones, starting at the size of a fist and ending at the size of small buildings, begin to fall upon the two of us, crashing against our forms.

A punch sends me back, and I absorb my own momentum. Then, all the falling rocks slow down and stop moving as well. The dark blue armor around me darkens even further, while light blue and purple mana start flowing through it as well.

His stone fist shatters against me while I locate his body and punch straight through with my enormous fist, piercing a hole in the rocky giant. I feel no impact, and no wounds appear on my body even as my strike reaches him. When I pull my hand back, the giant is gone, nearly all of its stone unbound.

In the next moment, I let go, and all the mana from my armor swirls around me, turning into a single tri-colored orb floating in front of me. I shoot it toward Morwag’s signature with an audible impact and allow myself to land on the ground. Once there, I use Wraith Dance, appearing a mile away after a few more uses.

The power of the explosion reaches me even here. A thunderous shockwave bounces off the cliffs of the canyon, followed by a heatwave and a powerful implosion that sucks the air and dust from the area.

There is still no damage being reflected onto my body.

Morwag appears from within the epicenter and reaches me in just a moment, slowing down to a walk with the crumbling cliffs and molten rock in the distance behind him. There is armor around him now. It’s that low pristine set we retrieved together from the Guild Master of the Eternal Court. It is blood-red, still somewhat see-through, but pulsing with life. It is sleek, the surface rippling in rhythm with his heartbeat. The horns growing from the helmet are longer and thicker, matching Morwag’s size.

The right arm of the armor hangs along his body uselessly, while in his left hand, he holds a weapon I’ve only heard rumors about, partially wrapped around his forearm. One he rarely ever takes out. The weapon he’s bound to himself and can summon at will.

The Obsidian Spine Chain.

It is made from the fused vertebrae of a long-dead, once powerful monster. Each segment is thick and uneven, black like polished obsidian and rotating along its own axis. The pieces grind against each other as they move, adjusting constantly rather than simply staying aligned. The weapon bends in a way that almost feels like it’s alive, as if it remembers being a spine. It’s also bound directly to him, feeling like an extension of his body and reacting to his intent.

The Spine Chain explodes in a sudden movement, burying itself into the ground only to explode back out a moment later. Still keeping its shape, just growing much bigger. Thick as a sequoia tree, it holds its form and twists like a gigantic snake lunging toward me. In the next moment, two more follow. One explodes from the nearby lake, made entirely out of water, and another emerges from the air, invisible, but I can sense its presence.

Like three colossal monsters, they move through the air, destroying everything in their path as they head toward me. The pressure around Morwag increases, and the surface of his blood-red armor ripples in the frantic rhythm of his heart.

Then both of my eyes burst, destroyed instantly as Morwag destroys his own to strip me of my trait.

I swap my senses, observing the vibrations spreading through the air and tracking the signatures of shifting heat. I close my eyelids over the ruined remains of my eyes.

Morwag begins to say something, but I clench my teeth and bite off my own tongue, spitting it out. Across the distance, only choking noises escape the demon.

Emerging from my body, all my upgrades and constructs manifest as my vessel behind me. I don’t even have to see it to describe it, and I don’t need my eyes either. It’s a figure mirroring my own, slightly taller and lacking fine detail. It’s dark blue, and yet bright in the places that mirror the scars from my body upgrade. My constructs show upon it as well, leaving it densely covered in inscriptions.

An incomparable amount of mana seeps from my hearts. Both of them. Mana flows from my Kinetic Mana Heart and thermal energy from my Ignition Heart, which I convert to mana instantly. Like a pillar and a flame combined, that mana rises into the air and toward the sky, channeled through my vessel.

I move my hand in a swinging motion, and my vessel follows.

In an instant, everything lying in the direction of my swing is erased.

 







 

POV The Cerulean Parlor

“It’s been a long time since we got to watch a proper fight between two S ranks. Lady Kindness, who do you think will win?” the man asks the woman, said to be among the most beautiful who ever lived.

The two of them, along with two dozen more Handlers, sit in a cozy looking lounge. In one corner, a huge fireplace burns, and the floor is covered in thick furs from monsters capable of obliterating an average Champion. All of the members of the parlor are at least Absolute rank, along with a few hidden Rulers. They watch the two S-ranks fight on a screen created by one of their number, which constantly zooms in and out to match the scale of the battle, while others use their own senses to observe it directly.

Kindness, from the seat where she sits alone, looks up from her hand and smiles politely, observing the screen for a moment. Huge explosions are tearing the ground apart repeatedly and sending shockwaves that reach even the Megacity as the two figures move across the field in brutal combat.

In the end, the blonde woman shrugs and turns to a black-haired woman with streaks of red in her hair. “Nathaniel is your ward. What do you think? Will he win?” she asks.

The woman, the Ruler of Greed, her identity hidden from everyone here, other than Kindness, just pretends to look at the screen while she uses her own senses, which easily overshadow anything the others here can do.

“I’m fully willing to bet on Nathaniel, Lady Kindness,” she answers.

“Well, it would be mean to bet against your own ward,” the man who initially spoke to the Ruler of Kindness chuckles. “I am willing to take your bet and put mine on Morwag. His binding energy is extraordinary and powerful, and with two pristine items bound to him, he can overpower any amount of mana his opponent might hold.”

Another handler jumps into the conversation. Starting from the waist down, she has the body of a spider, including the head, while from the waist up, she would appear to be a human woman. When she talks, it is not obvious if the upper human part speaks or the lower spider one. “No one below the rank of Champion can use a low pristine item to its full potential. Morwag will run out of resources faster than his opponent. With the insanity that was his body upgrade, Nathaniel needs only to wait it out and keep his distance. So, I bet on Nathaniel.”

Several people in the room chuckle at that. Realizing what they are laughing at, the half-spider woman laughs too, then speaks again in her flat yet strangely charming voice, “Is it too late to change my bet?”

“You’ve already picked your favorite, it is too late to make any changes. I personally am willing to bet ten million shards on Morwag and-”

“One hundred million,” the black-haired woman with the red streaks says, staring the man down. “And that upper-pristine item you commissioned from the Ruler of Diligence for your disciple. I bet on my ward and will match your bet.”

“How do you know…” the man, a powerful Absolute, says in surprise.

He is about to reject the offer, but then he notices the expression on the Ruler of Kindness. It is a gentle expression, yet in a way, she doesn’t even realize that it’s also condescending. As if she is looking at him like he’s a child. She does it to everyone. Given her age, it’s easily forgiven, yet right here, in this moment, it provokes the man’s pride.

“Deal,” he says finally. “Your ward will lose.”

The Ruler of Greed, her identity still hidden, smiles and addresses everyone in the room. “I think you underestimate my ward too much. With Nyssa Volare already on the fifth floor, only Lyraen and three others can match him. And once Lyraen’s tutorial ends, those three will be all that’s left, all born on the same planet as my ward.”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Sooo, I estimate that in a month or two, Book 10 will be finished on Patreon.

As always, I’ll be taking a week or two long break around that time, so consider this a small heads up!

 

Discord and Patreon plugs:

Patreon (45 chapters ahead) - https://www.patreon.com/cerim

Discord - https://discord.com/invite/s5ARCv7kfG



                



Chapter 771 - Today


                POV Nathaniel

Raw mana rips outward all at once, flattening the canyon in a single violent surge. Stone vaporizes, trees are uprooted, the air shakes. More stone fractures and is launched hard enough to shatter again midair. The shockwave slams into the cliffs, rebounds, and collides with itself, grinding rock into dust.

I absorb what I can, my boots skidding back through broken stone as the ground peels away beneath me. The pressure drop yanks debris inward, folding dust back toward the blast.

When the dust clears, the canyon is nearly gone.

Morwag is embedded in the far wall, his armor rippling even now.

I step forward, and a blast of my kinetic energy clears the dust in a single shockwave. My mana stabilizes as I continue to charge it.

The red armor with Morwag inside moves, and he slams his hand holding the Spine Chain into the wall.

Once again, the weapon creates a wave of enormous chains.

Multiple layers of spherical barriers surround me as chains made of water, air, and rock coil around me. They move more agitated than before, stretching further and further. The barriers I’ve made start cracking one after another as I make my preparations, ignoring the attack against me.

High in the sky, one of my arrays is already deployed, and I’ve made some last minute changes to it. Ley Lines stretch and draw, nearly invisible to someone like Morwag. They’re entirely mana based and almost too thin to see. And most of all, they’re durable. There isn’t a single simple mana thread between them. Through the efforts of my vessel, the whole thing’s been constructed from Ley Lines.

Morwag tries to pull me out, his signature showing him to be somewhere in the area my attack erased. I almost entirely ignore it, absorbing the momentum and holding myself in place, so he starts running up one of the enormous chains to reach me, unbinding every barrier in his path.

Just before he reaches me, more mana floods into me from the vessel, and an orb forms over the palm of my hand. It glows brightly with tricolored mana, with a small core of gold and white. As I watch the demon charging toward me, I tilt my hand and let it drop, falling through the air toward him.

I teleport away as Morwag reaches me and, landing on the ground, I take a few steps, using pulses of kinetic energy like a sonar and my other senses to orient myself. The explosion in the distance washes over me and makes me stumble a little before I raise the barrier and absorb the heat. When the mana disrupting effect washes over me, I barely notice it. Not a speck of my mana escapes my control.

No new wounds tear through me. And though Morwag is mostly protected by his pristine armor, he is wounding himself. Unfortunately for him, these wounds are being taken by my vessel, to which I’ve shifted his binding. And though I’ve already figured out how to erase it fully, I haven’t done so yet, and instead opt to observe it with a different part of me, even as most of me focuses on this fight.

Even now, I don’t reach into the mana I have been storing for the last three months, I just continue to use what I generate.

I open my eyes, which have already regenerated, and activate the inscriptions I have drawn in the sky. The circle they create shrinks, and a beam of mana shoots from it. The core of that beam glowing with white and gold, the result of all my experiments designed to mimic what I saw Professor Elian do and my own observations of my Empyrean skill.

The chains of Morwag’s weapon twist through the air and shoot toward it, all three at once, as the beam continues to move, locked onto Morwag, who I’ve tagged with one of my marks, which he still hasn’t figured out how to unbind.

Enormous chains break one after another, even as they try to stack themselves to protect Morwag.

This is where the difference between our reserves begins to show. I’ve also decided not to face him up close anymore, where he is much more dangerous. I’ve already had a lot of fun, and now it’s time to set some clear lines between the two of us.

The beam pierces through all chains and slams against the arm Morwag lifts to protect himself. His binding energy continues to flare up in front of him as he faces it head on.

Then I gather and throw another wave of raw mana at him from the side. I concentrate it more this time, reducing the size of the impact by half, and he’s thrown through the air, crashing through the remains of the canyon into the next.

Ley Lines I set in the air spin around and stretch down towards me, and after a quick teleportation, I send them at Morwag. There are already two more spine chains made of rock moving through the air, but my Ley Lines swirl around them, materialize and pull, slicing through them cleanly.

Morwag dodges the [Empyrean Lance] I send his way, but then my [Redistribution] holds him in place, powered by nearly all of the mana I’m channeling through my vessel. I continue to raise it up more and more, constantly shifting and modifying it as Morwag modifies his unbinding. My mental processing is much faster than his, relying on my split mind and all the training I’ve done, with just a little reliance on my skills.

Ley Lines coil around him, strengthening and concentrating, focusing on his left arm. There, they tighten around his elbow and start cutting into the armor. The surface of his armor ripples as it feeds on Morwag’s Demon Heart, the red tingeing bloodier and rippling more frequently.

The amount of energy my [Redistribution] holds is getting scary at this point, but there isn’t any sign that my vessel is close to being undone. My pristine passive helps me to endure it all, and instead of my usually damaged body, I’m almost fully healed, leaving me just as I was before the fight.

I push myself further, eyes wide and focused on the Ley Lines, and with one final, powerful effort, they finally tighten, and Morwag’s left arm, just below the elbow, is severed.

Flicking my hand, I use one of the Ley Lines there and bring that arm to myself, and I start taking the Obsidian Spine Chain off of it. Once in my hand, I push through the binding he’s placed there and use it. Not as fully as I would like because of the connection to Morwag, but enough.

Just like when he used it, an enormous chain appears, but this one is made of my mana. It coils around me, expands, and grows while I study the item.

I allow my heart to beat more, to generate more thermal energy, which I turn into mana until the spine chain is three times as long and thick as anything Morwag did. Its color is dark blue with purple and light blue swirling inside as I experiment with the low pristine weapon. I’m well aware this isn’t even close to its full capabilities, but it should be enough to send a message.

I let go of Morwag, and he doesn’t charge me right away as I would have expected. He stands there, facing me and the mana spine chain, and fixes his posture. His heartbeat changes once again, and the red armor turns white, transparent, now with red veins flowing through it as if mirroring where his normal veins would usually be.

When I move the Spine Chain to attack him, Morwag steps ahead and meets it in an impact that tears apart the area. For a moment, he endures and even pushes back at me before his legs slide under the force, and he gets pushed into another cliff in an explosion of dust and rock.

A powerful punch from him sends a shockwave through the area and clears out some dust before he appears from within, running around the chain and streaking towards me.

I move it. The chain shrinks, splits into three, and all attack him from different sides.

Morwag deflects one, avoids another, but the third throws him away before they all attack him once more. I focus on him with the chain, layering attack after attack, and never once do I feel my mana falter.

When I feel it’s a good time, I drop the Obsidian Spine chain and pull all that mana back into me. Then I turn it to the Ley Lines, which swirl around me, taking the shape I force them into. They activate one of my oldest arrays, forming an armor around me. The one I still call Regalia.

It is entirely made of materialized Ley Lines. Like a sleek medieval age suit of armor mixed with something more modern and further influenced by my subclass. My Kinetic Mana Heart switches modes as I regulate it, and instead of mana, it generates kinetic energy that flows through the threads of my Ley Lines.

Each of my heartbeats sends more of it through me, and my vessel dissipates just as I reach Morwag. The armor around him is transparent white with barely any signs of red, and I punch through it, my fist crashing against his cheek and sending him crashing through the ground.

Synced with my kinetic energy, Regalia amplifies my movement. After a burst of speed, I come to a stop in front of the demon as he rises from the punch. He lowers himself, aiming to gore me with his horns, but I dodge to the side, grab the nearest horn, and slam his face into my knee, shattering the helmet.

I don’t allow him to get knocked away and absorb his momentum, so he freezes in the air, and I punch him again to send him to the ground.

He rises quickly and takes a battle stance. “Why did you come down here, Nathaniel? I thought the sky was safer,” Morwag snickers, spitting blood, before dodging another punch and landing one of his own.

Ripples are sent through my Regalia, but I absorb most of the impact, and his unbinding just cancels out a few threads out of the many, and they quickly weave themselves back together.

“I did fly to tire you out and because I decided not to be stupid. Reasonable, right?” I punch him again and watch him stumble.

His eyes still shine brightly, but it’s his body that’s beginning to give in, not his mind.

“That’s the right choice. I would have done worse,” he laughs shamelessly.

Then the ground under my feet bulges, and three spine chains made of rock coil up across my body and hold me there. With a burst of movement, Morwag reaches me and pulls back, gathering as much force as he can into his fist to punch at my face.

His body halts mid-punch in the air, and a burst of kinetic energy tears apart each of the chains holding me. I take a step forward, grab one of his horns, and swing him down, burying his head into the ground, where I hold it in place as I release my kinetic hold on him and further power my armor.

Morwag doesn’t move or try to get away. He just twists his head slightly to look up at me, “You are weaker than Nyssa.”

I don’t let it affect me in the slightest, “But I’m stronger than you.”

That answer stops him for a moment, “That doesn’t mean much beyond today.”

“That is true. But I’m still stronger, so I want to ask. Do you accept it?”

He stares at me with one eye, unblinking. Not smiling in a demonic way, but not angry either, before he says, “I can accept it. It just wasn’t my lucky day.”

Instead of letting him go, I release the pressure around me. I lift the third seal on Ignition Heart just a tiny bit and let all the power of my mana flood my body. Unlike when channeled through the vessel, damage starts appearing, but for a while at least, I can channel it.

All that mana blazes around me, suffocating the demon below. The ground trembles violently, cracks racing across the canyon as my mana radiates outward, becoming visible to the naked eye like a living fire. It pulses in sync with my heart, creating arcs of pale blue light that dance across the canyon walls.

Tiny sparks shimmer around us in the currents that surround us, all bending to my will and twisting in patterns changing too fast to see. The air hums with its presence, dense and heavy, pressing against us as if it has physical weight.

And through it all, I ask once again.

“Do you accept it?” I don’t speak loudly, but my words are clear, leaving no doubt about what will happen if he says no.

His gaze narrows, and this time he answers, “I accept it.”

Only then do I let go of him, and mana flows back into my body as everything else clicks back together.

“We’ll be heading to the 5th Beyond Floor after I complete the 9th floor of my tutorial. So be ready.”

Morwag climbs to his feet, already healing and recovering all the mana and primordial energy he’s lost.

As he nods in agreement, there is still a fire in his eyes, and I begin to more clearly understand why they call him the most demon demon to ever demon. There’s an acknowledgement of me somewhere in there, and the same as me, he knows I wasn’t close to going all out. But he also has confidence in himself, and I know the moment I show even a hint of weakness, he will be here to challenge me again.

            


Chapter 772 - I’m just me


                Leaving him behind, I teleport towards the Megacity, and outside of it, I pass through the gate. Two guards move towards me, but the air around me drains of colors, and all their skills fail to activate. Wraith Dance brings me through the city towards the Headquarters of Primordial Knights. There are multiple guards around here as well, and their leader gestures for them to step back.

As I walk past him, he stares at me the same way as I do him and steps to the side to let me pass. Meanwhile, I check on the level ups I ignored during the fight.

[Mana Manipulation - lvl 77 > Mana Manipulation - lvl 78]

[Ley Line - lvl 73 > Ley Line - lvl 74]

[Manifestation - lvl 38 > Manifestation - lvl 39]

[Current - lvl 37 > Current - lvl 38]

[Current - lvl 38 > Current - lvl 39]

Pushing the screen away, I walk through the destroyed buildings and pass by the guild members moving all over the place, and enter the main building. Once there, I head upstairs towards the office of the vice guild master. His doors are wide open as he waits for me there.

The oldest demon I’ve ever met, and likely the only one capable of keeping lunatics like the Primordial Knights and their guild masters somewhat under control.

“Nyssa left for the fifth floor to kill a different Champion than we’d planned for, and if she succeeds, she will move on to the sixth floor, where she will remain until the end of her tutorial,” I say before he can shout at me.

That causes him to go quiet, and for a long moment, he just stands there. Then he weakly slides into his chair and closes his eyes, “Fuck all of this.”

“I agree,” I say as I sit opposite him and give him time to process it all.

“I give up. I’m done being vice guild master. Should have done it long ago.” He opens his eyes and says, “I would’ve expect what happened from Morwag, but you as well? I had some hopes for you.”

Looking at him, I just shrug and tell him, “I will be taking her place as guild master.”

His words cut off again, and for a while, he sits there before coming to the decision, “Do whatever you want. Good luck with all that. I’m done with this mess of a guild.”

“No. You’re not,” I say.

When he looks back at me, I return his gaze, “You could have quit long ago, and I’m sure you have many very good reasons to sit back and fill a book. You can pretend and complain as much as you want, but you don’t care about shards, prestige, or any of that crap. You’ve stayed because this ‘mess’ is the only thing keeping you entertained, and you’d rather be angry than bored. You are a demon,” I say as if it explains everything.

I stand up, “If you still want to quit, do so. Watch me use what you’ve worked so hard to build for so long to my advantage. I will abuse all these resources, take them for me alone, and continue to grow the guild so I can get more. I can do it all without you, even if it means stomping the other guilds into the ground. I’m not like Nyssa.”

Something comes to mind, and I give a little smile, “I’ll even rename the guild to Primordial Kittens, and you would be stupid to think I wouldn’t do it.”

“I would prefer if Weslin became guild master. I always thought that out of the four of you, he was the most reasonable.”

“The others wouldn’t accept him. Weslin is someone I’d proudly call my friend, but he wouldn’t be able to force all of them under his control. Not for a lack of power either, that’s just not who he is.”

“Yes. Yes, that’s it. You caused a lot of trouble today, but nothing that I won’t be able to fix. But expect that we’ll be owing a thing or two to certain people.”

“I’m okay with that. After I return from my tutorial, we’ll be going to the 5th floor and proceeding with the plan. So get everything ready.”

“I will. Guild Master Gwyn… you sometimes make Morwag look human by comparison. You’re more of a demon than many demons are, and I think the others may have realized that before I did.”

“And that’s where you’re wrong. I’m not a demon. I’m just me.” With that, I leave the office.

After that, I meet a few people and sort out a thing or two. I pick up some of the materials, pack up, and then, when my Beyond Stay token ends, I return to the 9th floor of the tutorial. I decide not to go and meet Ruby as I feel like I’ve had enough of these lunatics for a few months.

And anyway, the floor quest that requiring us to survive a year here will be ending in a week or two.

 







 

“Here we go, the only person we know with the constitution of a hummingbird is back,” Dennis smirks the moment I reach the tree of the Dusk Horizon tribe.

“Show some respect to the guild master of one of the top guilds in Beyond,” I attack back and stop by him. We’re both standing off to the side, trying to avoid the gazes of the demon children that would surely come to attack me en masse if they noticed me. That’s why I’m in my Sneaky Mode now.

“Damn, I lost the bet. I thought you wouldn’t accept it, no matter the rumors Lily and others heard.”

“Who won?”

“Tess, everyone else bet against it.” He sighs and moves some of his blonde hair behind his ear, “I already let the others know you’re back, so they can say their goodbyes to the demons and move out. We’re all packed, and we have a hideout ten miles to the north where we can go before the floor ends and move all the stuff to the next floor.”

“Got it. Any changes?”

“As always, when the floor is getting to the end, it starts to get more dangerous. More and stronger monsters appear, there are fights all over, and the other demon tribes move through the forest. Tess even said she saw a monster flying through the sky for the first time ever here.”

I gesture at him, and we move behind the tree and stay there as two demon children pass by, laughing and punching each other with the sort of force that would kill the average human male back on Earth.

We stay silent, and then Dennis says in a quiet voice, “Your Floor Quest rewards are going to be shit. You spent most of your time in Beyond.”

“Wanna bet things turn so fucked up that I still gather enough ‘performance points’ to have better rewards than you?”

That causes Dennis to go silent and sigh, “Damn it. Fuck you. I bet you will. Everyone agrees with me that the objective is to survive one year here, so your spending all that time in Beyond shouldn’t count.”

“The world is a cruel place, and we, Beyond attendees, are just the nobility being fed with silver spoons. What about Biscuit’s friends?”

“That T-Rex is still here, and once in a while, I see that fucking spawn of Satan ferret thing. The others stopped showing as of late.”

“Fucking ferret. Why can’t something just eat it?”

“I know, right?” Dennis nods solemnly and listens to a message sent to his head, “Okay. The others already said their goodbyes and left gifts. Lily is kicking the ass of the daughter of the tribe’s leader for the last time, and we can go ahead and meet them first at the hideout.”

“Let’s go then,” I agree.

We slide into the forest, and I follow Dennis, matching my running speed to his. As I tend to do, I observe his perception and the movement of his mana so I can give him some feedback later. After we spent months together on the 6th floor, where I sort of trained him and his brother, we’re still used to it. And he doesn’t seem to mind.

So close to the tribe’s territory, there aren’t too many monsters, and Dennis avoids most of them. It doesn’t even take that long to reach our goal, where we finally come to a stop. It’s just an unassuming spot in a small circle of trees, but deep in the ground below, there’s a chamber formed of metal and hardened rock made by Sophie where we’ve chucked a bunch of our stuff. Things from Earth, food, our loot, materials, beds, clothes, and more. Things we don’t carry around that often.

The two of us sit down on some manabloc chairs I make and fifteen minutes later, the rest of the group arrives.

The best corgi of the 9th floor and in all of Beyond is the first to welcome me, sensing me earlier than the others. He arrives in his adult form, with eight purple human arms made of mana growing from his back, he moves like an eldritch abomination. A corgider, and something in the way those human arms twitch and move to propel him while his short corgi legs hang in the air is deeply unsettling.

Biscuit wears a cute vest, one of the ones I brought back from Earth that Izzy’s put even more pockets on. These pockets are already filled with rocks, crystals, and, strangely enough, even leaves.

(Right neighborhood motherfucker!) He shouts and jumps at my chest, the human arms dissolving mid-jump, and only a burrito-shaped corgi lands into my huff.

He twists in my arms, pushing himself closer to my face, licking it, and booping with his cold nose against my cheek while I hold him tight, absorbed in petting him.

“One piece of deer jerky if you tell me who taught you that,” I say, and Biscuit freezes, caught in a deep dilemma.

To betray, or to perish of hunger. That is the question.

He gives me a side eye, (Food?)

“What do you mean, what do I mean? You know what you said.”

(Food! Food!)

“Don’t try to bullshit me!” I shout, lifting him higher, holding him under his front legs’ armpits in a way he enjoys, leaving his hind legs hanging. I then shake him, which turns his expression into something that reminds me of a smile, and his tongue lolls out.

(Friend. Not Food.)

“Yeah? But I’m sure a true friend wouldn’t want you to die of hunger,” I say and watch as my words cause him to hesitate, and for a second, his eye glances to the left at Aaron before he turns back to me.

(No,) He says simply with determination.

“Then I guess we’ll never know,” I sigh and let him fall to the ground. “By the way, some of the demons were asking when you were coming back. They’ve been calling you a demonic beast and all that. What have you done to them?”

(Help friends. Food. Horn friends. After.)

“Makes sense,” I agree, and look at the rest of the gang. Most of them carry a bag or two and some weapons, but all seem lightweight. Not like we wouldn’t be able to carry more. Even my body could handle that, but it’s just annoying to do it.

“Welcome back,” Izzy says as she welcomes me first. Unlike Tess, Lily, and Sophie, she has been staying here, and we didn’t meet in Beyond, so it has been a long time.

She is once again a bit taller, and Noodle has shrunk down and coiled around her arm. Somewhat awkwardly, I wave and gesture before she chuckles and pulls me into a quick hug.

I greet Min-Jae and Aaron and notice Maya started growing longer hair, and her tattoo-like inscriptions on the skin now also go around her head as if a diadem is resting there.

Once we’re done with the formalities, Tess finally speaks, “Once everyone places their marks on this spot, why don’t we set off and head north to explore this place before the floor ends? I’ve been hearing about an old demon that lives alone, not that far from here, and he’s rumored to be one of the oldest on this planet. So let’s learn a bit more about this place.”

            


Chapter 773 - Name for the Nameless Tree


                As we make our way through the forest, I let the others deal with the monsters and scout ahead. Since they actually gave a fuck about this floor, unlike someone who spent all their time fighting with severe mana deficiency, they’re even quite good at it. Especially Izzy, Maya, the twins, and Min-Jae, who’ve been living here for the last year.

Now that I think about it, isn’t it the longest time we’ve spent on a floor by far? Izzy is 13, as much as I still refuse to see her as anything other than the 10 year old girl who used to cling to me like a baby koala back on the third floor.

So let’s say she is truly 13 and not beholden to my mental image of her. Humans barely remember anything until they’re what? 4, 6 years old? Even then, they forget most of it. So let’s be generous and say Izzy started “living” around 5 years old. That is eight years until now. With the year she’s spent on this floor, that means she’s spent over 10% of her life on this floor and almost half her life inside the tutorial.

How weird that thought is, and I wonder how important all of this seems to her right now. In the future, as she becomes stronger and reaches the age of 100, 200, or even older, it will be nothing, just a fraction of the time she’s lived her life. Yet, she’s spent a good portion of her adolescence on this floor, and her most formative years have passed in the tutorial.

Of course, she’s still Izzy. As much as I’m sure the experience will change her, she’s a gentle person overall, unlike most of us here with our screwed up tendencies. And most of the other children trapped in the tutorial won’t be the same. And the same goes for people on the newly awakening Earth. Even I likely had my part in it with the way my visit must have caused millions of people to awaken.

I glance to my right at Min-Jae, who even now is spinning orbs made from my mana and assorted metals around him.

Noticing me looking his way, he turns to me. “Yes?”

“How has the 9th floor been for you?” I ask.

“I thought you would be in your focused mode. All dark and concentrated and not in the mood for conversation.”

I lift my eyebrow. “Am I that easy to read?”

“Not really, but it’s been getting easier. We’ve known each other for over 3 years at this point. I’ve spent more time with you than I ever did with Kevin, and he was my best friend. And that’s with all the times you went off on your own and disappeared to beyond,” he says with an expression that suddenly seems ever so slightly sad before he pushes it away.

“That’s true. We’ve spent months at a time seeing each other day after day. As for your question regarding my mood, I’ve done my preparations and will continue when I return to beyond. I’m also sure I can do my part here and push myself. But at the same time, I’m curious, and I genuinely want to know the answer, and I have no reason to be all broody and mysterious. For now.”

He smiles. “I like this floor. I got to spend a lot of time with the twins and the girls, and I’ve gotten to know them much better. We saw amazing places, met a lot of demons, and put our lives on the line many times across a range of fights,” Min-Jae pauses. “Izzy says that Tess wants us to go through the danger together. She believes that people who experience things together, the sort of things other people wouldn’t understand, are bound to create a strong bond, and I think there might be something to it.”

“So it was all rainbows and sunshine?”

“Not a chance,” he chuckles. “Maya spent a month fighting with Izzy because she decided to be a brat. I also had Dennis determined to beat me in a duel, but he kept losing and got annoyed at me for flying and wouldn’t talk to me for a while. Noodle broke the gaming console you brought back for Aaron.”

After looking around to ensure no one is listening, he steps closer and whispers, “I also think Izzy’s reached the age where she’s started to notice boys and might be crushing on Aaron a little bit, and she’s been avoiding him because of it. I think she’s been doing her best not to read his feelings.”

I blink a few times.

Seeing that reaction, Min-Jae nods. “Then there were these fights where Izzy almost got killed, and scared the hell out of Maya, and then she got really angry and wanted to keep her somewhere safe. I also disappeared for a week at one point on a hunt and didn’t let them know in the Community, so I got screamed at for that.”

He shrugs awkwardly and tells me a bit more about their time here. All the good and the bad. He also talks about the tribes they’ve met and the places they visited, the sort of things that feel like they could only have happened in a book.

As he talks, I reflect on what I’ve seen as well and how, as of late, I started to accept certain things as normal.

For example, the Megacity that honestly reminds me of Minas Tirith in a way. The fact that I’ve been traveling to other worlds for beyond quests.

The fact that I have a disciple. Me. A disciple that isn’t even fully human, part of a race of demons that was created an incomprehensibly long time ago by a guy everyone wants to kill for some reason.

A black hole with a ring of flesh the size of planets circling around it, made from a single person’s body. The fact that I flew through space on an asteroid that was turned into a spaceship by an Elf.

How insane all of that is if I think about it for a while.

“I had hoped you would bring your Nameless Tree here. I wanted to see it, and it could’ve helped us with the floor,” Min-Jae says as we stop again while Tess and Maya head ahead to deal with a group of monsters that remind me of monkeys mixed with wolves.

I observe the fight while I answer, “If I need to use everything and even the Fragment just to clear this floor of the tutorial, I might as well just lie down and die.”

“Nice jinx.”

“I know,” I agree. “But I’ve been thinking. I want to make it so the leaves and maybe the trunk can absorb heat from sunlight and turn it into thermal energy. It could also take kinetic energy from wind and earthquakes. Or I could plant it in water and harness the waves.”

“Or you could absorb the momentum of the planet as it spins around its orbit or circles around the sun,” Min-Jae jokes. “If you want to absorb sunlight, maybe turn the leaves into a magnifying glass? Or you could make them black?”

“It needs to look cool. A pure black tree would look weird.”

“It needs to?”

“It needs to,” I confirm.

“How about planting it in a volcano? That’s a big source of heat. Do you want to focus on kinetic energy or thermal? Or knowing you, both?” Sophie, who’s listening in nearby, asks, joining the conversation.

Seeing her here, I notice Lily coming closer as well.

“I would like both,” I say.

“That might be less effective than focusing on the one,” Sophie says.

“If it became too strong, wouldn’t it eventually turn Earth into a frozen planet by absorbing too much heat, or cause some other disaster by stilling the waves? Wouldn’t that be bad?” Lily asks.

“You. Have you been listening all this time? You were pretty far away.” I face her.

“I’ve been working on improving my senses!” she answers happily.

“Could you put it on the moon? Without an atmosphere, you could absorb more heat, and the temperature when the sun shines on it will be, what, around five times more than the hottest deserts on earth,” Min-Jae continues to theorize without a thought for the petite invader of privacy. It worries me.

“Can’t you plant more trees?” Min-Jae asks again, before I can express my worry, so I just stare Lily down until she turns away.

“Just one tree,” I say. “The moon idea sounds cool.”

“Because it’d be more effective, or do you just like the idea of a giant tree growing on the moon?” Sophie snorts.

“Yes.”

Laughing at my answer, the bulldozer continues on with a more serious tone, “It will need a good name. It can’t remain the Nameless Tree.”

“Greg.”

“Fuck off, Dennis,” I say reflexively.

“World’s Okayest Tree,” he tries again.

“How did you manage to join the conversation so fast, anyway? And no.”

“I started listening in through Min-Jae when the Ruler of Lust joined the conversation.”

I turn to the aforementioned Korean boy. “Doesn’t that violate some kind of privacy law? Or at least basic human decency? Shouldn’t there be a blinking red light in your eyes when you let someone watch through them? Maybe a warning label. Or a consent pop-up.”

“No such regulations exist,” he answers immediately, completely straight faced. “There was a discussion once, but for some reason it turned into an argument about whether telepathic surveillance counts as eye contact.”

“What? We seriously need to talk about that.” I say.

“Leaf Me Alone.”

“Okay, Lily, while I do think that’s funny, and I bet if I let you, you’d make a case for why a name like that fits considering my personality…” I pause and think of it again. “It really is funny,” I mutter reluctantly.

That seems to make the bulldozer happy, and Izzy promptly offers another name, “Colossal Ordinary Rooted Green Individual.”

“I see what you did there. Did your sister help you come up with that?”

“Yup!”

“I thought so. There is no need to think about it anymore, I’ve already chosen a name. I will call it the Mana Tree.”

“Nat, you can’t do that. It doesn’t fit with your desire to use it for gathering primordial energies.” Min-Jae seems bothered, as if I’ve offended his OCD or something.

“But it is accurate,” I defend myself. “In the end, all those primordial energies will be converted into more mana.”

“I should have fucking realized it would end like this. Let’s go, Izzy. I sensed Biscuit heading west, and I feel the signature of that T-Rex friend of his as well, so we may as well go check on it,” Sophie huffs, dragging her sister away like I’m some sort of weirdo.

Meanwhile, I explain to the rest of the people around me, “It will be like a node of my domain, and I will connect Ley Lines to it so I can spread them all over the Earth to build myself a permanent teleportation network. It will gather primordial energies and turn them into the mana I’ll need to power it all. And I’ll improve on it too. Like some defensive arrays, or something to strengthen my [Eclipse], mana batteries,and stuff like that.”

“Mind if I offer a counterargument?” Min-Jae asks, and I can see how much the name bothers him.

“Sure.”

“You know what solar panels are, right?”

“What do you take me for? Are you looking for a beating?”

“No! I was just asking. Okay, so hear me out. Solar panels absorb sunlight, right? That sunlight gets converted into electricity, and yet we still call them solar panels, not electric panels. In your case, you might be converting thermal or kinetic energy into mana, but by that logic, it would make more sense to name it the Kinetic Tree, the Thermal Tree, the Thermokinetic Tree, or even the Primordial Tree, rather than the Mana Tree, if you want to keep the name simple.”

“In that case, solar panels are poorly named, and I refuse to make the same mistake.”

Dennis throws an arm around the Korean boy, and I notice he has to reach up a bit, as Min-Jae is starting to get pretty tall. “Leave him be, he won’t change his mind.”

Min-Jae sighs, rubbing his temple. “I know. I just feel obligated to try.”

Both of them leave soon afterwards, Dennis walking a step ahead while Min-Jae follows, still shaking his head as if replaying the argument in his mind.

For a while, Lily and I walk side by side, and I keep expanding my senses to watch the surroundings and observe how the others fight. I also keep an eye on where Sophie and Izzy went and where I can sense Biscuit and his T-Rex friend with its mana crown as they start moving towards the main group.

All the while, I keep gathering more mana. I accumulate it in the crown floating over my head, where my mana constantly moves in ever changing currents. The more I do, the more I find myself comfortable constantly moving mana rather than letting it sit still, as I continue to experiment with Mana Cycling, [Current], and Thermal Cycling.

There’s a lot I have already gathered and bound to myself like this, but everything from the past three months has been collected for the fight against the mana-specialized Champion. It will be needed, even more so now that we don’t have Nyssa.

Maybe, for the first time, I will see what Lissandra mentioned long ago. That even beings a grade above me, should they be reliant on mana, will find themselves weak against my black mana.

I push these thoughts to the background and glance over at Lily, walking next to me. She surveys the area, a soft smile on her face as sunlight passes through the giant trees and warms her features.

Unable to help myself, I whisper quietly, “Leaf Me Alone, really?”

As expected, she hears me, and turning her face to me, she smiles brighter than the sun shining on her face.

            


Chapter 774 - Vegetarian


                When Biscuit returns, he’s floating at the side of the T-rex. And he’s in his adult form, and in comparison to the dinosaur with its [Mana Crown], he looks tiny. Yet the T-rex is very calm. I haven’t met him directly yet, but I’ve observed his fights from a distance, and I know the sort of brutality he’s capable of.

In a deep growl, the dinosaur greets Tess and looks over the others, having an almost regal bearing. When he notices me, he hesitates. He lowers himself, and a deep growl that vibrates the air comes out again as he stares my way and sees the crown floating over my head.

I return that gaze and stay where I stand.

The growl sounds again, and the [Mana Crown] over his head starts spinning as the dino takes a step forward in a threatening manner. Mana rises up around him in a way that I rarely see in monsters or animals. While it isn’t exactly comparable to humans, lumoran specialists, or other sapients, it’s a clear sign of higher intelligence.

Though maybe not that much of an intelligence.

Before the T-rex can take another step, another growl sounds, but this one comes from Biscuit, who floats now behind his back. It causes the enormous monster to lower itself even more and slowly turn to the corgi. I almost expect him to tuck his tail in between his legs.

Even seeing that, Biscuit faces the dinosaur for a while longer as if to confirm the understanding, and only then does the mood shift. The T-rex straightens up again and playfully boops Biscuit with his nose while not even glancing my way again.

All of this doesn’t matter all that much to me as I continue my search for that spawn of Satan. For now, there are no signs of the vile ferret. Though it can hide itself pretty well, I should be able to spot it if I try.

My senses expand far into the area, and I notice clear signs of heightened activity, especially when we move through areas with lingering mana radiation, like the one nearby where that old demon lives.

The other members of Group 4 have mostly put the pieces together. This floor, called the Pit, is indeed a sort of trash can where someone, for some reason, has been discarding the bodies of Champions and perhaps even Absolutes. They’re the sort of beings that poison huge areas around their remains for hundreds of years, with the mere remnants of the power they once held.

Min-Jae especially has been making his own observations and came up with plenty of theories on how such bodies can force different types of evolution and changes in the organisms around them. He looks at it from an observational perspective and has studied a number of the changes. 

Meanwhile, I just think it is cool.

I’m a simple man. The kind of man who always secretly thought it was cool when the main character stayed behind at the canyon to hold back the hordes of evil just to give his family time to escape.

So how can I not find this just as cool? A body that carried power so great that even years and years after its death, some of it remains. Imagine an Absolute dying and, twenty thousand years later, some level 10 human finds the skeleton of its body, unable to even scratch the bone. Or maybe such an Absolute would be perfectly preserved, seeming as if they’d died mere moments ago.

I want to find such a thing, and it is one of the reasons I was excited to return here for the end of the floor. There are materials that could be gathered from such a body. Inspirations to gain. All that fun stuff.

I’m also curious about the reason these bodies are being thrown here. Is this planet really just a trash can, or is there a bigger reason? I’m sure we’ll learn more in the following days as the difficulty ramps up. The System likes to trick people into letting their guard down before throwing them a curveball.

Focusing my thoughts on the information Mapthaniel’s been gathering and mapping out an area, I take some notes on it. Then I confirm Redacthaniel is still safe and ready to serve the purpose of spreading the true name of black mana, which is black mana. Though the chance is tiny, it is possible the old demon might recognize my black mana.

There are also some parts of me that I still haven’t named, but they do equally important things. There is one experimenting with images of Escher’s Cube, the Penrose Triangle, the Klein Bottle, and the Möbius Strip in my mind through which I continue to try to simulate moving mana, no matter how much mental damage I’m taking.

Or the submind doing mental exercises that I call Parallel Mapping, Load Rotation, and Sequence Pinning, which have continued to improve my use of subminds.

Lastly, there is also a smaller part I’m still a bit ashamed of. It is a base I’ve been planning to use for the Red Heartstone and for the Chestplate. It’s something like the base of an Ego item. That part has hints of consciousness and can talk to me a bit.

It is all still me, and it’s just an experiment, though our plan for an actual Ego is something else. Yet, it feels weird. A Florida man giving himself a mental illness so he can talk to himself. That kind of stuff.

(I’ll get the ones on the right side,) I say in the group link when I notice a stronger presence approaching.

(Got it. Maya and Min-Jae left side, twins front with me,) Tess adds just as quickly.

Using a [Ley Line], I teleport there and find no visible monster, as it senses my appearance and stops moving. I find it amusing and take a step under the tree while looking around this ancient-feeling rainforest.

When I stop under one of the smaller trees, it bursts into a rush of motion that feels just wrong for a tree. The branches swing towards me, roots pierce the ground, and wood creaks. Leaves shake as well, sending down a rain of poisonous particles.

Mana spins around in a current that I sharpen and oscillate. It crashes against the trunk, which flashes in a defensive barrier before I break through and cleanly cut it apart. Kinetic energy blows away the particles, and multiple Needle Points stab through the tree where I sense the most mana and vital parts.

Lastly, all of the branches reaching for me halt before even touching me.

[You have defeated Blightwood - lvl 378]

Glancing at the notification, I absorb some of the momentum of the falling tree and let it hit the ground almost gently before bursting into movement with Wrath Dance.

The movement brings me further away to where a leopard lurks, its skin matching the color of the leaves. It’s been observing the fight the entire time. The leopard notices my appearance, and its yellow eyes snap onto me, its claws slide out as it attacks in a leap.

My projectile pierces the body, flying through the air, but it passes through as if the creature were made of smoke. From my left, another leopard jumps, but I ignore it and concentrate more on my senses. While a smoke-like illusion almost crashes against me, I form a barrier to block it, noticing that it seems to be poisonous, as I locate the main body.

Another burst of movement puts me up close just as the leopard starts to run away. My projectiles stab into the tree branch below as it dodges in a way that feels like living water. [Redistribution] fails to grasp it, so I increase the number of projectiles, forcing the leopard to dodge.

Waiting for the right moment, I move and appear right in front of it, holding a long spear made of dark blue mana with an oscillating tip. The weapon skewers the monster. It thrashes on the blade, pulling itself closer to bite at me before I send a burst of kinetic energy through the weapon and let it explode within the monster’s body.

[You have defeated Mirage Leopard - lvl 384]

Tilting the spear toward the ground, I watch the body slide down and fall.

In just a few seconds, a large number of insect monsters, each as big as a small dog, appear and start biting into the carcass, attracted by the blood.

After returning to the group, I get a question from Tess. (What was out there?)

(The tree and one of those creepy leopards that like to stalk you for days at a time, trying to poison you and attack you while you’re sleeping or taking a poop.)

(We got one of those trees, and a teleporting spider. They didn’t used to appear this close. However, we were expecting that. We’ll be splitting into multiple groups now, as far as we know, Skippy is in the area, and he’s attracted to the bigger groups,) she says.

No one disagrees with that, and soon enough, we are split. Tess moves with the twins, Biscuit, and the T-rex. Sophie goes with Izzy, Lily, and Min-Jae, and I’m left with Maya.

For the most part, Maya deals with the monsters. I only jump in if the fight would be too draining on her mana reserves. Otherwise, I keep my guard up and keep scanning the area.

I don’t need to level up all that much, and my plan remains to kill the Champion on the 5th floor, and only then will I push for level 400 to get my trait. This way, the “achievement” will be included in the calculations, coming together with my status as an Absolute Candidate, body upgrade stuff, miscellaneous traits, and all that good stuff.

It’s even possible that killing the Champion will push me over 400 and get me the trait right away, which would probably be one of the best results.

Not that long ago, I asked around and found out that level 400 is rare for an attendee, even in Beyond. Even some S-ranks never reach that kind of level before ending their tutorial, so it will be yet another advantage for me. With a year and a half or so still remaining in the tutorial after that, it’ll put me in a really good position.

My chosen method of combat, reducing the entire area to rubble and calling it strategy, continues to be embarrassingly effective when it comes to levelling up.

To keep up my humble facade, I turn my attention back to Maya and watch as she continues to use her claymore made of tri-colored mana to face down a group of three of those leopards that seem to love using illusions. Her movements jerk in sudden bursts of speed as she uses [Boost], her armor only materializing when she needs it. Her weapon switches forms faster than I remember: sharp and dangerous.

She’s also pretty dangerous to face in a drawn out fight, as her [Compounding] continues to stack up the damage on her opponent. The only weaknesses I can think of are a slight lack of long-range senses, the fact that her mana reserves could be higher, and she doesn’t like to attack at long range. But at close to medium range, she’s fairly good, be it against human-sized opponents or creatures as big as a building when she forms her [Armament] into big armor.

I am just starting to relax when the familiar pressure brushes against my senses. I register the approaching presence before Maya does and almost groan. I had hoped something had eaten it.

In front of that presence, another one is bulldozing through the trees. Soon, a boar with red fur and massive tusks comes charging through the forest, as if fleeing the devil himself. It notices Maya and me, but instead of attacking, it heads straight for us, its eyes wide with what seems to be sheer terror. It is as if it wants its hunter to shift focus from it to us.

Another tree falls as the boar bulldozes through it. Then it stumbles and falls as a flash of golden fur streaks through the air. The boar, as big as the trucks used to haul ore in the largest of mines, twists desperately, trying to move. It squeals loudly, fountains of blood spraying from its severed front leg. The forest around it explodes and twists, and golden fur flashes a few more times, tearing off more limbs and wounding the boar.

All of it takes much longer than it should. A single accurate attack would be enough to end the boar, but its hunter seems to enjoy its suffering.

My [Empyrean Lance] pierces the head of the boar, and the body finally stops twitching and moving.

The cause of these twitches reveals itself as the source of the golden fur appears again. The red fur of the boar bulges over the belly and moves as if something has burrowed into it just before it bursts open, and reveals a ferret with golden fur and black eyes. It is just about the size of an otter, tiny in comparison to the boar.

Of course, this spawn of Satan knows about us, but it decided to torture its prey instead. Now it squeaks happily while blood soaks into its golden fur and flows down its body.

This thing. This spawn of Satan. This vile little nightmare with its filthy paws. This tiny golden demon from hell itself. Sniveling, squeaking ferret composed of fur and malice.

After a quick greeting, it then moves and burrows once again into the dead body, which starts moving and twitching, where the ferret passes under the flesh and proceeds to burrow more holes. The next time it pokes out, it’s looking at us through the skull of the dead boar, bloodied even more than before, as its cute, tiny eyes look towards us as if inviting us to join.

The ferret hasn’t taken a single bite. I’ve actually never seen it eat anything other than grass, fruit, or seeds.

The damned thing’s a vegetarian.

            


Chapter 775 - Trade


                I gesture to Maya, and we start walking away, but a few seconds later, the burst of movement returns, and that ferret spawn of Satan appears at our side. It stands on its hind legs, golden fur matted with blood, and looks at us in confusion before letting out a cute squeak.

“Yeah, he’s nearby,” I say.

The evil little thing doesn’t even try to shake the blood off itself, it just seems happy. There are still bits of brain stuck to it as well, which it ignores. With its front paws, it stands on the eye of the boar it dragged here as a trophy. I watch the dead pupil as the ferret’s tiny nails carve deep lines into it.

Then it squeaks a few more times.

“No idea,” I say.

When the ferret moves again, most of the blood slides off its fur, and it disappears into the distance, leaving the eye behind.

“What did it ask?” Maya asks curiously while watching where it went with a furrowed brow.

“How would I know? It always wants to find Biscuit, so I guessed that was the first question. The other is usually a request to kill something, or some statement of its desire to bathe in the blood of a hundred starving children or something similarly vile.”

Maya shudders. “I swear I’ve never seen such an evil being.”

“Yeah, vegans tend to be that way.”

She almost bursts into a laugh, but holds it back. “Veganism doesn’t have anything to do with it. I have trouble trying to estimate its strength. Do you think I could deal with it?”

I give it a thought before shrugging. “Probably? 50/50? It’s worse than that T-Rex, at least that guy seems to like mana.”

Both me and Maya get messages through [Connection] and adjust our course.

Though I take a bit of a detour and move closer to one of the dangerous areas than I should. I shield both Maya and myself from mana radiation over the next ten minutes as we approach one of the areas that most of the demons we’ve met tend to avoid as much as possible.

We recognize it by the way the trees start getting shorter and shorter until, on our right, a view of the wasteland opens up. It’s an area in the shape of a perfect circle that no greenery will touch, and it’s, at least by Tess’s estimations, somewhere around 100 miles wide.

I can’t see it all that well, but Tess scouted it out with her [Farsight]. According to her, the exact center of the area is what seems like the corpse of a monster no bigger than a mouse. Not some giant building sized mouse from the tutorial, but an actual earth sized rodent. From her description, the thing is blue and lizard like, entirely covered in scales, with four legs and a single eye in the middle of its head, which is now closed.

It is also one of the few zones that even I’ve decided not to enter. By my estimation, that thing was at the level of a powerful Champion, approaching Absolute level, and it might actually be one of the “freshest” additions to this place. The problem is that within that huge area, everything seems to break down sooner or later, and all healing slows down massively. It might be one of the monster’s more powerful traits causing the effect, or maybe even a fragment similar to Luan’s.

I want to go there to check it out very much, but the one time I went in, it didn’t end very well. It ate part of my head and damaged my eyes for days after just a few seconds of trying to push deeper into the area, and that was still miles away from the body.

Though even the sight of this area is interesting, and while I’d like to compare that tiny body to what remains of Septa on Earth´s moon. Both of them are powerful Champion grade beings, especially Septa, who served as the Ruler of Envy’s vessel and bond. Yet, that blue scaly corpse is something I could hold in my hand, while Septa is bigger than a country.

“Why didn’t they chuck the body into a star?” I ask Maya, as she stands by my side, likely having similar thoughts as she looks into the area. “If they just wanted to get rid of the body, wouldn’t that have been easier?”

“Maybe it’s simpler to create a portal to throw a body through or move it onto this planet rather than trying to get it to the sun? I mean, back on earth, there are plenty of trash cans and yet people will still just throw their trash on the ground because it’s easier,” she says.

Not taking my eyes off it, I nod in agreement with her logic while I continue to think of it. Maybe this floor really is a show they’ve put on to teach us not to litter, the work of one of the more environmentally conscious Rulers. Yet I don’t think that’s the point. There’s something more fucked up going on here, that’s for sure.

The Spawn of Satan himself picks that time to appear again. In swift, jumping movements, the ferret comes to a stop in front of Maya while standing on its hind legs. It tilts its head, and its big, black, beady eyes look up at Maya in the very picture of cuteness.

For a while, I compare it to All Berries Fen’Thin Veal Corn Del Velveeta en Rice Pasta Val Carb Marinade and wonder how long it would take for this vile spawn of a creature to murder that spoiled noble lady’s pet. Probably between one and two seconds. In a way, this thing is more fitting for the role the Cockroach likes to babble on about so often.

“What do you want?” I ask, and its attention shifts from Maya to me. In two jumps, it reaches my feet and puts its front paws on my shoes while looking up at me.

Of course, it doesn’t answer, but it starts gently scratching the tips of my shoes. I know it can tear them apart, but it doesn’t do that, instead, it just tries to get my attention.

I sigh and say, “Same trade as before. And you first this time.”

It squeaks in joy and bounces away at high speed.

“That thing creeps me out,” Maya says, something I have heard her say many times before.

“Wanna bet it’s one of the current Rulers?” I joke and start walking again. Soon, we’re back in the forest and out of view of the area that holds the last remains of that lizard.

“What a disturbing thought,” Maya shudders in reaction, but she doesn’t have time to do more as she finally notices the three presences I’ve been feeling for a while.

She steps ahead, her armor surrounding her, and faces down all three boars, each one as big as a truck, all on her own.

When she is back, she says similarly to what I said before. “Wanna bet these are the babies of that colossal boar the ferret killed?”

“Seems that way,” I nod.

 











The golden ferret returns ten minutes later and stops in front of me straight away while entirely ignoring Maya. In its tiny paws, it holds a shard of metal ore and drops it near my feet, but continues to hold it with one of its paws.

Even as I bend down and start picking it up, the ferret excitedly moves around and helps me, even pushing the piece of metal into my hand. When I straighten up, surprised how light the ore is, it starts jumping excitedly in circles around me while I check the description.



Volarite (Arcane) -A pale blue, porous ore that’s lighter than air when exposed to light or heat. Volarite also generates lift as it absorbs heat. Veins of this ore are often found on the ceilings of sunlit caverns, and if a piece is broken off outdoors during the day, it will simply float away into the atmosphere.



“Interesting, but not really all that useful for me. Though it should be useful for Min-Jae´s floating island. Next time, try harder if you want more,” I say. Then, under the impatient eyes of the ferret, I cut off my left thumb and throw it to the ground.

In a flash of golden fur, the ferret grabs it. I watch it for a while, even as Maya says something behind me.

The ferret presses the still warm finger against its face and rubs its snot against it. It spreads bits of blood over its face as much as it can before it starts stripping the skin off the finger. It snuggles against the bare flesh and then, after stripping the flesh down as well, against the bones. When it’s finally done, it leaves a mess on the ground, at which point it flops back and starts twisting its golden furred body to rub itself against the gore.

Meanwhile, my finger nearly fully regrows in that time, even with the slightest bit of thermal energy combusting under my skin. My left arm always healed faster.

Maya says something, but I gesture for her to stop and face the ferret, who’s finally stopped moving. Those tiny eyes glow excitedly in a deep state of happiness, but then it looks at what remains of my finger, and sadness mixes in. It jumps around a few times and, with tiny paws, scratches at the ground and the pieces of bone.

Then, very slowly, it sniffs and turns to me.

It stands on its hind legs, tilting its head slightly as its tiny tongue flicks out, then drops back onto all fours.

The creature explodes forward like a railgun, barely more than a blur of golden fur, but I’m prepared, having gone through the same thing once before.

[Redistribution] encompasses the area and then narrows to affect its tiny body only. A good chunk of the mana I gathered after “the trade” channels through me and powers the skill. The small golden body appears frozen in the air, just an arm’s reach away from me, just a fraction of a moment away from burrowing into my stomach.

The amount of gathered kinetic energy I absorb from its attempts to move is comparable to nearly any A rank I have met so far, and its speed is easily on par with most S ranks.

Slowly, I say to Maya, “If it ever offers you a trade like this, reject it. Never take anything it brings you, even if it’s just a piece of wood, or a leaf, or something seemingly small.”

Taking a step, I move over to the ferret while I continue to restrain its movements. I do so until I feel no more attempts to move, and only then do I let go.

The ferret drops to the ground in an almost comical way and squeaks in surprise. It jumps around a few times in what seems like a distressed manner and even lies on its back, cutely showing me its belly and squeaking.

Then it jumps away again, rushing off into the forest, just like before, as if nothing ever happened.

Watching it go, I wonder if I should kill it. But just like many times before, I decide to continue placing my trust in Biscuit.

 







 

The old demon whose house we’ve finally reached lives in a small cottage that stands under an especially old-looking tree with white bark. The said tree is shorter than most, and its branches are twisted in ways that look almost creepy, extending far away. There are no leaves on these branches at all.

The air here smells weird, and we haven’t seen any monsters in the last five miles. Even the T-Rex and the ferret stayed out of the area and refused to follow us in. My theory is that there’s some sort of domain here that isn’t mana-based, or perhaps there’s some sort of item responsible. Maybe it is even one of the demon’s active skills. Honestly, there are just too many options.

As we were told by the Dusk Horizon tribe, only the two of us move ahead while the rest stay behind. Me and Tess walk side by side until we come to a stop near the house at a place marked by a pile of rocks, where we take our seats on the ground. Tess puts a few items on a metal slate nearby. She sets out some food from Earth, clothes from Earth, a few miscellaneous items, and even some books and mana stones. Nothing too powerful, just interesting things that the old demon might not have seen yet.

Then, after a few moments, the inscriptions on the metal plate start to shine, and all of the items are teleported away. Then we wait.

“He’ll make us wait for somewhere around one hour,” Tess says.

“Nah, he’s never seen stuff from Earth. He even teleported them instantly instead of waiting. I give him ten minutes at most,” I give my counter-bet.

“If you win, I’ll join the Primordial Knights and deal with all the people stuff in your place. If I win, you will have to wear that gecko shirt for the rest of this floor.”

“Deal.”

Almost exactly an hour later, the old demon steps out of the house.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Hey hey! So, about the Book 7 stub, the ebook will launch on Amazon on April 15th. Because of exclusivity thingy, I need to remove the chapters from here and Patreon about 1-2 weeks before the launch (so sometime in early April). Until then, you can reread the book, which covers Chapters 550-614.

For the audiobook enjoyers: the narrator might finish narrating Book 6 this month, so it is possible it will also launch next month - but no promises!



                



Chapter 776 - Important things


                [Thorncrown Tyrant - lvl ????]

The old demon doesn’t even bother to unwrap the chocolate. He just bites straight through the foil, spitting the shredded plastic onto the ground like trash. There’s something about his expression that irks me. I find myself hoping the chocolate bar missed quality control. I hope it’s loaded with lead or whatever other fancy toxins Earth can cook up.

The demon is exactly as expected: old. He looks even older than the vice guild master of Primordial Knights. His horns are among the longest I’ve ever seen, growing from his forehead and twisting to the sides before curving back. He walks slowly, slightly slouched, while resting against a staff taller than him. His staff is made of white wood, which splits into branches at the top, similar to the tree over his house.

Tess tries to say something, but he smacks her on the head with the staff at a speed that neither of us is able to react to. For a moment, I deeply enjoy the expression she makes. Her gleeful amusement from winning the bet vanishes, replaced by surprise at the action.

“I’m not interested in what you have to say,” he says, spitting out a piece of the chocolate wrapper in a disgusted manner while looking at her. “I have nothing to say to the sort of trash that uses Primordial Lightning.”

Tess’s expression twists again, and I’m unable to take my eyes off it. She doesn’t even look my way, surely knowing the glee I’m feeling.

Then, the staff hits the top of my head as well. “What are you snickering for, boy?” the old demon snorts. “A thief with a heart not his own.”

He muses for a second. When I try to speak, he smacks me again, then hits Tess again for no damn reason. While I have my mana crown active, Tess has her [Lightning Crown] out, so he just continues to bash at the sides of our heads.

“No talking from you two,” he says, then pointing toward the group. “Send in those twins of yours to tell me what you want. The rest of you, stop being a bother and wait somewhere out of my sight.”

Without even waiting for us to react, he hits Tess’s head with his staff one more time, turns around, and retreats back into his house.

 







 

Group 4 has a quick, hurried meeting as we gather around the twins.

“Are you sure you don’t have some sort of hidden primordial energy? Maybe a fragment?” I ask them, “Maybe that is why he called you two in.”

“Maybe he thinks they’re the dumbest and therefore easiest to get answers from?” Maya muses.

“It could be connected to their [Connection] and [Sensory Deception] skills. Maybe it has something to do with his domain?” Min-Jae guesses.

“Maybe we just don’t act like dicks like most of you,” Dennis counters.

“Yeah! Apparently, we have faces that inspire trust,” Aaron adds. “Handsome, too, they said.”

“I didn’t feel any ill intent from him,” Izzy says.

“He’s a Champion or something close to it, isn’t he?” Sophie asks.

“Probably,” I agree before turning to the twins. “Ask him if he heard about my bet with Tess and decided to wait an hour just to screw me over.”

“He could probably take all of us out without having to resort to these sorts of tricks,” Tess says, ignoring the confused expressions Dennis and Aaron make at my request. “But the risk is still there.”

“Let’s send Biscuit with them,” Maya says, and all the conversation stops before all the heads look down at the corgi in his adult form. Biscuit senses the gazes on him, so he stops sniffing the weird stone on the ground, looks up, and tilts his head.

“Maya, are you some sort of genius?” I ask, looking around at the others. “This should be enough.”

All agree, and soon after, the twins leave with Biscuit floating by their side and knock on the door, which opens on its own. Then all three of them are let in, and the door closes behind them. Only then does the group relax somewhat, but most of us keep an eye on the house and just enough mana flowing through our bodies to burst into action if we need to.

I’ve always found it fascinating how we can be talking and joking one second, yet be combat-ready and prepared to fight for our lives the next. Most of the people from Hell difficulty are like that. Joking, laughing, eating, but if something happens, just a split second is enough for them to burst into a fight. It provides a stark contrast, even compared to people from Hard difficulty.

Turning away from the house, I watch Tess as she rummages through one of the bags. I stay still, just observing her. I continue to stare at her even as she stands up, smiling happily as she holds a t-shirt in her hand. When she turns and notices me looking her way, she flinches in surprise, but then her smile widens even more.

Of course, I know why she is doing that. Plenty of us feel tense because the end of the floor is coming, and the experiences we’ve had with previous endings. So she likes to throw in jokes every now and then to make the others ease up a bit. I think they’re especially effective when it comes to me, and that’s why she does it so often.

As she throws it, I catch the short-sleeved shirt and look it over. It’s black, covered in dozens of light brown geckos. One on the left side is printed to look like it’s peeking out from the chest pocket, while the others are scattered around in various funny and cute poses.

I let go of the shirt and absorb its momentum, causing it to halt mid-air while I go and pull my current shirt over the top of my head.

Tess lifts her eyebrow at that. “Still a lot of scars,” she says.

“Yes,” I agree with her and look down. A diagonal one across my chest, some on my side, a crossed one on my shoulder, and some on my forearms as well. Then there is the unnaturally pale left arm starting at my shoulder, and many more. Even my body, while muscular, is slimmer now after the body upgrade. As if it had grown denser.

I move my hand and touch the scar on my chest. “Lily tried, but she couldn’t remove them either, so I guess they are part of me now.”

“Maybe it is a mental thing. There are theories that the way you see yourself can affect the way you look. Similar to how my perception of a [Sacrifice] can give me a bigger boost,” Lily says from the side.

“That gives more of an advantage to fucked-up people, right? Just don’t perceive things in a logical way, think in the way most advantageous to you,” I say and put on the gecko shirt.

“Well, guess who ended up in the Hell tutorial?” Tess says as she sits down and once again turns to look at the cottage. Her javelins continue to float near her with bits of Primordial Lightning flickering on their blades.

 







 

The twins and Biscuit return two hours later, with Biscuit carrying what looks like a big bone, which he chews on happily.

Dennis scratches the top of his head, and as his hair shifts, I catch sight of bruises on his scalp. Meanwhile, Aaron has none and seems quietly pleased about it.

“We haven’t learned that much, but there are a few things you’ll like! Oh, and before we forget, send back a few more chocolates. We told him about light chains that work on solar panels, so include one of those too. And a telescope. He said we have ten minutes to send it in before he comes out and deals with us,” Aaron says.

“I see,” I nod. “And did he say whether he waited an hour just so I’d lose the bet…”

I don’t get to finish as Min-Jae asks, “Whose theory was right about the floor?” while Maya and Sophie move to gather the required items, listening to the twins speak.

“No idea,” Dennis shakes his head and turns to whisper, “That guy’s a dick. Told us we had an hour to leave, but gave us a map marked with interesting places and regions where some of the older Absolutes’ and Champions’ bodies are, so we might be able to gather some stuff.”

“He wasn’t that bad,” Aaron disagrees. “He told us a bit about the planet, too. He also knows it as The Pit, and apparently, it’s not even that big, possibly smaller than our moon.”

“What about the gravity?” Min-Jae interrupts. “It should be much weaker than this, but it’s stronger than Earth’s. Though it’s hard to estimate with the stats we’ve got.”

“Nat? What does your hummingbird constitution say?” that asshole Dennis asks.

Knowing why, though, I shrug. “It feels stronger than it did on Earth when I visited.”

Min-Jae turns to me. “I wondered. Your Strength and Dexterity are decent, though, so how much does Constitution even influence the sense of gravity for you?”

“Not much, but sometimes I like to check things like that. I think it changes based on the settings of the floors. Otherwise, I don’t think we’d have been able to move very much on the second floor. Eladore was one of the most powerful planets in the system, so I bet even a level 0 baby there was probably physically much stronger than a common adult Earthling.”

“I never thought of that!” Min-Jae says excitedly. “How is it in Beyond, then?”

“Gravity there feels stronger than any of the floors we’ve visited so far, and the lower the floor, the stronger it gets. There’s also a pull on your mana towards the deeper floors, so it forces better control and…”

“Okay, how about we return to the important things?” Sophie says.

“We are talking about important things,” Min-Jae says, voicing what I’m thinking.

Aaron then picks up the conversation and shares what they’ve learned. “He didn’t tell us what this planet’s here for, so as to ‘not ruin the fun of finding out.’ He said we’ll get to see her in a week when something called the Cycle ends, and the Harvest begins.”

His brother nods. “He warned us to be careful, or we’d all die, though he said we should be safe because that ‘creepy eyed asshole’ should be able to protect us if we don’t stick our noses where we shouldn’t.”

“It’s a bit rude for him to talk about Nat that way, but he has a point,” Izzy says.

I am amazed by the certainty with which she knows it was meant to be me. Meanwhile, I’m fighting between annoyance and the fact that the demon also likely meant it as a compliment. In a strange sort of way.

The others begin to talk and pull more information from the twins while I turn to look toward the cottage. If that guy was just a bit weaker, I’m sure I could do something petty, but it doesn’t seem to be an option.

Wrapped in what we’ve learned, there is also a warning, and the danger level’s been emphasized, especially regarding the harvest that’s due to start on our last day here. Harvest… I think of that word. With the connection to what we have seen, it starts to form an idea, though there are still options and some new questions.

I won’t even pretend I already know what it’s all about, I’ll just have to wait it out. That’s what I like to do. Let others run around like headless chickens, slowly put things together, gather mana, and then, as Minion would say, kaboom. So that’s what I’ll continue to do, after all, it’s worked out so far. Gathering more mana while partially listening to the conversation.

It is obvious that the start of the Harvest and the end of the floor coinciding isn’t a coincidence either, and then there’s that part about how we should be safe if we don’t stick our noses where we shouldn’t. But what if I don’t mind some danger? What if I want to get my grubby hands where they shouldn’t go? But to do that, I’ll still need to make sure the others are safe. After all, I can steal things and abuse the system for thousands of years to come, but there’s only one group of assholes that’s somehow managed to become my friends.

Slowly, I switch on some combat minds and combine others. The flow of my mana changes as well, and certain constructs ramp up their activity. My emotions cool off a bit, and I suppress them slightly, just enough to avoid being overtaken by my curiosity and tendency to throw myself into danger.

I can go on for over a week without sleeping, so that’s exactly what I’ll do, and just to feel better about myself, I open my status to glance at it before closing it.
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Chapter 777 - A silent acknowledgment


                We leave the area just a few minutes before reaching the end of his time limit, and once we reach the borders of his domain, we are rejoined by the T-rex that’s been lazing around and biting into a giant snake he’s killed.

The area is trashed and burned in a weird way. Out of curiosity, I touch one of the trees that seems normal from the outside, and my hand goes right through the outer layer and through to the inside, where all is ash.

Quietly and suddenly, that tree collapses under its own weight, and the ash doesn’t even try to drift into the air, collapsing directly into a heap on the ground.

I catch the gaze of the T-rex and, as before, return it while my brain processes the amount of information my Preeminence eyes are gathering.

That amount of information is gradually increasing, and everything in this never-ending jungle seems to awaken as more ambient mana fills the air. But for now, it won’t be a problem for me, not after Beyond and not after managing to handle the amount of information from danger zones on this floor around the bodies of Champions.

I look away from him and flick my hand, and mana crackles across it. It is beginning to form an [Empyrean Lance] which I’ve been learning to control better. Instead, I halt it halfway through. Before the skill can fully turn my mana into a lance, I grab the transformed mana and force it under my control.

Though it was difficult at the start, once I discovered the trick, it became much easier. In the end, it’s far simpler than handling black mana.

So that’s what I’ve been doing. I don’t know if I should call it Empyrean mana, much less if such a thing exists, or if it is just a partially-formed lance, the result of a skill that I’ve bent to my will.

For now, I can force it into cubes or streams of mana to make these attacks that much stronger. And even now, it is just a start. There is so much more that can be done.

That mana flickers across my hand. Pieces of the lance slide over my skin and are trapped inside a cube I form around them, where they continue to bounce within.

A step teleports me through the [Ley Line] I’ve stretched through the area, and a burst of movement carries me further towards a group of wolves the size of planes. There are five of them, the largest of which is a gray-furred individual with an additional eye in the middle of his skull.

Before they can move, I absorb their movement, and another step teleports me onto the head of the gray wolf. The cube in my hand elongates into the shape of a bullet and pierces through the wolf’s skull, where I release my hold over it and allow it to explode.

[You have defeated Skalvyr Wolf - lvl 381]

I release my hold on the other four wolves, and two of them reach me in a burst of powerful wind.

Like the pitch of a jet engine, a stream of thermal energy shoots from me and quickly narrows, cutting off the head of one of these wolves, and as I sweep it at another one horizontally. The wolf jumps over that stream, but it takes pieces out of its legs, and as his limbless body twists on the ground with his maw wide open and biting. An [Empyrean Lance] stabs through his head.

[You have defeated Skalvyr Wolf - lvl 365]

[You have defeated Skalvyr Wolf - lvl 351]

One of the wolves is running away, while the last remaining member of its pack is shooting projectiles made of lightning shaped mana at me. They crack and cut through the air, and the air seems to be seething as they travel through it.

Yet, all of these attacks get disrupted, then dissolve, rendered harmless before they reach me. They dissolve into mana particles, swirling around me as currents of my mana spin around them, grabbing them and forcing them under my control.

Another lightning attack comes, but this one comes from our group. A javelin, nearly impossible to track with the naked eye, surrounded by red and white lightning. It flies in a perfect trajectory from two miles away, not touching a single branch, not disturbing a single leaf until it pierces through the wolf’s head, killing him in a single attack.

I move through Wraith Dance that flares up multiple times in succession. The fleeing wolf forms a barrier at his back. Multi layered, dark blue with streaks of light blue that form the shape of a wolf’s head that opens up as if to roar.

[Empyrean Lance] tears through it as if nothing’s there and pierces through the body of the wolf, who staggers to his feet before more of my projectiles smash through the hole in the barrier and finish it off.

[You have defeated Skalvyr Wolf - lvl 346]

I boost myself up into the air and in between the branches forming the crowns of the trees, and turn the movement into flight as I rise above the tree line.

Even just a few hours here can fill a human with a claustrophobic feeling, never mind a full day. The never-ending forest just barely allowing sunlight to pass through the leaves of the looming trees to reach the ground.

When I try to fly a bit higher, I get that feeling as if something far too vast is becoming aware of me. It’s hard to describe. The higher I fly, the more I feel that my eyes can’t comprehend or can’t process it all at their current level of enhancement. At some point, the forest below me begins to shake, and monsters in a wider area screech, roar, and start running away.

Then I lower myself, and that feeling gradually, almost unwillingly, fades. The entire time I continue to hover down towards the trees, more and more it feels like a trap, as if I’m descending into a wide-open maw of a beast.

Teleporting myself again, I appear at the side of our group and match my movement speed to theirs as we run and jump through the forest. There are multiple monsters following behind us as well. Not to attack, rather they’re currently under Sophie’s control. Each one is well into the 300s as she’s been focusing more on quality and singling out the stronger ones.

Every once in a while, a javelin bursts out from behind Tess, only for it to quickly return covered in blood. It’s interesting to see her still making herself effective even though the dense forest removes one of her biggest advantages in her sight.

I match my speed with Maya, who’s carrying Biscuit in her arms. His flying speed, though impressively high for a burrito-shaped blimp, isn’t quite enough for him to follow us, and I guess no one wants to see him moving around on those purple humanoid mana arms.

“You should send your friend home,” I tell the corgi.

With his ears flopping up and down as Maya runs, Biscuit gives it a thought before nodding and drifting out of her hands to float to my side.

“We’ll rejoin you later,” I tell Maya, and she continues to run behind the others, leaving me and Biscuit behind.

The T-rex stops as well, splitting from the group of monsters Sophie took over. He takes steps that feel slow but are incredibly long, lowering himself slightly to keep his eyes on the same plane as the floating corgi. There is a conversation between them with possibly an entire novel’s worth of words being exchanged. Biscuit stays at the size he is now and floats closer, booping his nose against the enormous dinosaur’s, who closes his eyes in response as he does so.

Before leaving, the T-rex moves to the side to stop in front of me. Lowering himself, he tilts his head and turns one of his eyes, bigger than my entire torso, towards me. In it, I see my reflection. I can feel the presence of this enormous body and the quiet hum of mana stored in the crown floating over his head.

The dinosaur feels very old. Maybe ancient even. His body bears many scars, his mind sharpened by years of combat, and I wonder how many Cycles he’s lived through. How many Harvests has he witnessed?

Unexpectedly, he lowers his head in what almost seems like a bow and tilts his head, which causes his floating crown to move and slide off, moving through the air before stopping to float over me and my own crown.

No words are spoken, but his gesture and the look in his eyes make his meaning perfectly clear.

I accept the gift, and my crown starts spinning faster. The mana inside of it bounces off the walls and continues to speed up as the currents gather more and more speed.

[Eclipse - lvl 67 > Eclipse - lvl 68]

[Current - lvl 39 > Current - lvl 40]

The area around us drains of color, turning the darkest black and brightest white, with the dark blue color of the two mana crowns glowing brilliantly. The look of my eternally-active trait pierces through the huge [Mana Crown], and within my [Eclipse], I take over. Like the moon covering the sun, my control over mana overshadows the crown, even though it’s much bigger.

Within my presence, it starts breaking apart as its intense mana rises through the area and piercing through. The currents of my crown spinning at incredible speed create a sort of whirlpool of mana currents, which take it all in, absorbing the mana being released.

I don’t even need black mana. It’s difficult, and yet so easy at the same time. In a way, it’s beginning to feel simpler than breathing.

I take that mana, cycle it, and force it to join my own, and gradually it does so until the big [Mana Crown] is no more and all of that mana is mine. Still bouncing and spinning in my crown, but taken over.

Looking away from it, the colors return to the area, and the color of my crown becomes an even darker shade of blue.

I look up at the T-rex and raise my hand toward him, bits of my mana seeping out as I hold my palm open. There, above it, a tiny orb begins to form, fragile and trembling at first. I focus, pressing it together, squeezing the raw mana tighter and tighter, feeling the weight of it folding in on itself.

The bright white light inside the orb dims as pressure builds until, at last, it becomes pitch black. A perfect, compressed sphere of black mana hovering over my open hand.

The T-rex opens its enormous maw in what seems like a soundless laugh before lowering his head again. This time it feels like a true bow, a silent acknowledgment of respect, during which he closes his eyes.

After standing up again, he glances at Biscuit one more time and then unhurriedly leaves, every movement still feeling regal and full of dignity. Over his head, a new [Mana Crown] begins to form.

(Friend,) Biscuit sends.

“I agree,” I answer and open up my arms for Biscuit to shrink into his puppy form and fly into them. I put my arms around him and examine the amount of mana in the crown, which has tripled. “I agree,” I repeat and start running to rejoin the others.

            


Chapter 778 - Danger zones


                As we fight our way through the forest, I continue to work on handling the increased amount of mana in my poor man’s [Mana Crown]. I use [Manifestation] to further strengthen it and make any needed modifications.

The longer I have to deal with it, the more I appreciate what the skill called [Mana Crown] actually did. It isn’t as simple as creating storage and letting all the mana in. The crown must have been modifying itself according to the volume of mana while keeping it from spilling or constantly radiating like a lighthouse.

Of course, there was a problem with the original skill, just as there’s a problem with my homemade version. The more mana there is in the crown, the more difficult it is to take out.

I think that applies to all crowns, no matter what kind of energy they store. At some point, the internal pressure becomes so great that you can’t simply take a thread of stored energy and use it. Every time you reach in, a valve opens, and if the pressure is too high for your capabilities, you have no chance of stopping it. It would likely melt your brain or rupture your body, and all sorts of fun things.

I also remember that bodyguard guy from the Mindblender City. I think he used to have an [Impact Crown]? He couldn’t even use it at all, he just kept storing more and more energy inside, serving as a weapon of last resort. His mindblender master used him as a deterrent with a dead man’s switch. If his master died or commanded it, all the energy his bodyguard had stored over the years would’ve been released all at once, ruining the day for everyone in a huge area.

I think it is safe to say my crown now holds much more energy than his ever did. After all, I’ve been feeding it a constant stream of mana for over three months now, with the addition of energy from my Ignition Heart, thermal energy being converted into mana with two out of three seals lifted. Basically, a Champion’s thermal heart working at 30% or so, as the last seal does most of the work restraining the heart’s output. By my estimations, the first seal is 10% and the second one additional 20%.

That amount has now tripled thanks to my new best friend… no, not just a friend, my brother, Rex Gwyn. May he terrorize this floor for as long as possible, and may I meet that glorious beast outside of the tutorial.

I know it, and everyone knows it, but somewhere in this universe, there must be people who’ve been storing their chosen energy in a crown for millennia. I am even willing to bet all my mana stats on that.

There’s just no chance someone didn’t get the very same idea I’ve had so many times. I imagine some old guy with a Level 90 [Fire Crown], holding so much stored fire that he can’t use it anymore. And when he dies one day, he’ll take whatever planet he is on with him, such a crown would have to contain more than enough fire to do that and, for a brief moment, would turn it to a small sun.

“We are still just small fries, aren’t we?” I whisper to Biscuit, whom I continue to carry.

(Food?)

“Not the edible kind of fries. I meant that we’re still weak.”

(Food.)

“Well, sorry for giving you a craving for fries now that I’ve reminded you of them. Where would I get them from anyway?”

(Friend. Help. Would.)

“True. But a true friend isn’t the one who feeds you fries, but the one who carries your lazy, snuggly ass around. Show me antlers,” I say.

In reaction to that, Biscuit, in his puppy form, grows out his tiny antlers of his and looks up at me. (Not biting? Let friends bite?)

“They can easily handle this much. You and I are here for bigger fish. And before you ask, not an actual fish. We know how these floors work, so things are about to get dangerous. You try to stay with the others at all times. I’ll be moving around as needed.”

(Maybe meet deer,) Biscuit says and stares at me with a question.

I sigh. “If we see any, you can go after it, and then I’ll stay with the group.”

Almost shaking in excitement, he presses against my face, poking me with his antlers and nose while licking my skin.

 







 

According to the map, we’re approaching one of the danger zones. As we draw closer, a distant sound presses through the forest, carried easily between the larger clearings. A strong wind moves through these pathways, carrying that sound, a constant pitch that shifts just enough that it’s impossible to get used to it or let it fade into the background.

Everyone’s getting more irritated, even as it all begins to feel like some sort of alien music. It feels like constant pressure on our minds, so Sophie takes the lead by sending the monsters she’s been manipulating ahead of us.

During that, I notice that Tess has become better at locating phantom, camouflaged, and straight-up invisible monsters. Of course, with my hatred toward anything so unnatural and the months I’ve spent improving my own senses, she can’t match me, but she’s still getting really good. I’m certain she can even see mana signatures through the trees, and I mean dozens of them, and pretty far into the distance.

I’ve always found her optical senses interesting because they don’t require her to send her mana ahead to scan and locate someone. She just sees.

Yes, I’m sure there are some scary assholes who can sense if you even so much as look at them, but since looking gathers less information, I think it’s better for scouting without the risk of being detected.

Some time ago, I think she mentioned that she’d improved her sight with a passive and a supporting skill. Every once in a while, I find myself wondering how she sees the world, especially at night when I see her sitting quietly, her gaze fixed on the stars in the night sky.

I cut those thoughts short when one of Sophie’s monsters halts. It’s one of the leopards, and once it’s stopped, it starts swaying from side to side, almost like it’s vibing to some sort of rhythm we can’t hear.

Sophie furrows her brows and tightens her control over it. The leopard takes a few more steps before stopping entirely.

“There are thousands of monsters like that,” Tess says, putting her hand on Sophie’s shoulder. “Within a certain distance from the centre of this danger zone, they just seem to stop. The more powerful ones are still standing there, likely for months, maybe years at a time. There are also thousands of corpses from the ones that died in that trance.”

“It shouldn’t break my control like this. I took over their minds entirely,” Sophie says.

I can see she is trying and trying. Sophie is steadily raising the pressure she’s exerting on the leopard she’s been manipulating, pouring more of her will into it as if brute force alone might push it forward.

Almost in reaction to her effort, the leopard stops swaying and then lets out a loud, sudden, aggressive noise, so distorted and unnatural that I am sure its throat must have torn itself apart.

The leopard twists around, its body breaking in the middle with an audible crack, and its ribs pierce the sides. More muscles and bones tear as it charges toward Sophie. Each leap breaks more of its body, causing it to run on freshly revealed flesh and bone while its organs burst from its torn belly. Its maw opens so wide the jaw dislocates, and blood flows out over the fur.

It continues to screech as loud as it can while moving with a burst of speed that’s surely killing it, but it’s many times faster than anything it should’ve been capable of.

Rising up from the ground, rock spikes pierce through the middle of its body, but the leopard continues to push. Its eyes burst open with blood flowing like tears as it strains, tearing its body in half and leaving the back portion behind as it pulls itself forward with what remains of its front legs to crawl toward Sophie.

A massive hand made of rock forms, trapping the creature inside and squeezing it with a sickly crunch. For a moment, there’s nothing but silence, and then we notice the back half of the body moving, twisting in the same way to reach us until another stone hand squishes it.

I don’t think I have ever seen such a pure feeling of hate. Even though it was many times weaker than the stronger opponents I’ve faced, the feeling I got from it unnerves me more than many of them.

No one says anything for a while until Izzy’s Fragment of Eternal Fire moves. A flame made of green, blue, and purple colors moves across the ground like a living snake and quietly burns what remains of the monster.

“Please, let’s not go there,” our empath says quietly.

Thinking it over, Tess glances at me with a lifted eyebrow in a silent question, and I nod.

“Let’s leave,” Tess says, and there’s no one willing to disagree with her.

 







 

There are a few demon tribes we avoid along our way further north. Unfortunately, we don’t find any deer, but the danger zone we find ourselves in this time seems less dangerous than the previous one. Though there’s still the possibility that we can’t even sense the thing that’s threatening us and are thus being hurt in some way we can’t fathom. This is where we find ourselves relying on Lily, who doesn’t seem to notice anything and continues to monitor the situation.

As with many of the other danger zones, this one is marked by a clearing. There are fewer trees, and even monsters seem to actively avoid it until we reach a center that’s just a mile wide and cleared of all growth. At the center of that space lies the body of a demon. It is a man who’s had both of his horns sawn off in a way that looks like it must have been done after his death. A hole’s been burrowed through the entire length of his chest, where we can see that his demon heart is missing.

So far, it looks like one of the oldest bodies we have found. The skin is even paler than the usual demon pale and shriveled as if shrunken. The body that used to be muscular is now thin and fragile looking.

Our healer is there first before anyone can stop her, putting her hand on the corpse’s shoulder. I watch as Tess lowers the hand she’s lifted to stop her and turns to our healer, who is already examining it.

Lily then says, “It’s hard to say how old it is, it could be anywhere between a hundred and a thousand years. He didn’t seem to have had any mana based traits, much less a mana-conductive body, opting instead for body strengthening. Probably a kinetic heart, too. The bones are still very durable. Like, very, very durable. Even the rest is in a surprisingly good state. I don’t think any normal monster would even be able to take a bite. I also think there’s a trait that might be meant to redirect any kinetic attack back into the attacker, but I’m no specialist when it comes to kinetic energy. I think even rain or strong winds could trigger the trait. With how powerful the storms can be here, it is probably what cleared out the area.”

Tilting her head, she lifts her hand and moves it down to tap the corpse’s arm. She does it in a gentle way, like she’s gently smacking an unruly child in the back of the head.

Following that, she is thrown away. Her entire hand evaporates into a pink mist, and the entire front of her body and face are stripped down to the skin and flesh, and I quickly absorb as much kinetic energy as I can before it can cause any more serious damage.

Lily doesn’t even collapse after all of that, only slides backward as her body regenerates with a speed that is difficult to track with the naked eye.

When everything is back in place, she quickly turns around, and we look away while Tess brings her new clothes. When Lily is dressed, Tess doesn’t even shout at her, though our healer likely expects it.

I watch as the tall blonde just looks at her with an expression that mixes strong fear of what could have happened with anger and disappointment. I think it is the last one that makes Lily feel the worst. She would’ve probably preferred the screaming.

            


Chapter 779 - Level 1


                “Well, if that wasn’t just a tiny bit stupid,” I say to Lily. Both of us are standing beside the body, looking down at it while the others secure the area.

She doesn’t even try to argue and just says with resignation, “Thanks for helping me.”

“I’m sure you could’ve endured that much, but there was no need for me to just let it happen.” Waving it off, I do a similar thing to what she did. Extremely gently, carefully, like a feather touching skin, I tap the body with the tip of my shoe.

As before, the body absorbs the kinetic impulse completely, pulling the kinetic energy inward. It is trapped there, captured within and channeled through muscle, bone. Quickly enough, it begins to rebound, the trait forcing the kinetic energy to ricochet again and again through the internal structure of the body. Every rebounding wave compresses the energy further, stripping away waste, tightening it, refining it.

Frequencies shift as the energy cycles, climbing from a weak physical impact into something sharper and resonating. All this happens in a fraction of a second, and the internal pressure reaches its threshold this amount of kinetic impact causes.

All of that energy is released at once. Magnified many times over, focused, accelerated, and thrown back in my direction in a defensive burst.

Waiting for it, I absorb all of it, channel it through my body, and release it into the sky with Needle Point.

“Imagine if someone like Jean punched it,” Lily whispers after confirming that I’m still okay.

A sudden shudder washes over my body at the thought. He and Morwag are the two people capable of dealing the most powerful physical blunt damage in Beyond that I know of. Jean, because he’s a single-stat enjoyer like me and Tacita, and Morwag, because he constantly overclocking his body with only his binding energy to hold it together. Oh, Victoria could probably overclock one of her duplicates and punch with similar strength, though it would tear said duplicate apart.

Musing over it, I say to Lily. “Imagine if we got one of the bigger bones from this guy and turned it into a gauntlet, then gave it to Jean to punch people. The impact would bounce and strengthen his punch many times over, causing some really nice explosions.”

“I don’t think it would work. The trait seems to require most of the body to bounce and echo kinetic energy. Just a single bone would either function at a lower level or not at all.”

“I know,” I agree with her, disappointed. “Kinetic absorption isn’t very good against sharp items, so we can still, carefully, cut off a few pieces for you to examine.”

“After what just happened, I would rather be careful about that. At Champion level, it might work differently with sharp items, and I wouldn’t want Tess to get angry at me again.”

“Are you scared of her or something? You’re still pretty young, so go on and rebel, don’t let her hold you down.”

“Tess is scary when she gets angry. Right now, she’s in what Maya calls her quietly vicious mood. If I push any further, I know Tess will make me pay for it later when we spar.”

I tap on the body again and gather the kinetic energy once more, observing how the trait works in case I can find a way to mimic it. Though so far, it seems like it’d be impossible without making some big changes to my body that would clash with its function as a true Mana Temple.

“Can’t you just kick her ass? What with all that Terminator of Lust stuff, and your bulldozer magic?” I ask.

Lily looks around to see if Tess isn’t close and even then whispers as she leans in, “Sure, up close, I win most of the time. I’ve improved a lot, so close combat does work out to my advantage.”

“But?”

“But when Tess gets annoyed, she doesn’t play fair. She knows to a hair’s breadth what my range is and stays out of it while tiring me out. If she gets especially annoyed, I won’t even see her or her attacks. Some time ago, the twins and Min-Jae were asking her how long her range extends, and she had no idea. She said in a year or two, she might be able to shoot the moon. Nat, I don’t think she was joking.”

“A little bit of pettiness never hurt anyone, there’s no need to be such a baby about it.” I tap the body two more times and observe the process while firing off more kinetic energy into the sky.

“Can you stop doing that!” Lily shifts uncomfortably.

“It is fine,” I wave it off. “So, what piece do you want?”

“Maybe don’t take it entirely apart, you two,” Sophie says as she approaches. Her sister isn’t with her at the moment, and her green eyes look at the body with great interest as she cuts straight to the point. “What would you think about me using Blackie to control this body?”

“Can you do that? You said there tends to be resistance, the more powerful a body is. It should be even worse with one on this level.” Even as she says so, I notice that Lily seems to be excited at the thought, and already seems to be thinking of what she’ll do next. “Maybe we could bring it to the next floor.”

“That’s what I was thinking,” Sophie confirms.

“Aren’t you just straight up a necromancer at this point?”

“Honestly, Nat, I think I would prefer that over being a Mind Mage. Even in Beyond, I’ve had plenty of people trying to kill me. Do you even know what it is like to have them constantly trying to send you to hell and spitting at your feet?”

“Because you let them. Just break their jaw and punch out their teeth so they remember next time.”

“Not everywhere can be as simple as it is in the Primordial Lunatics,” the mind manipulator sighs. “I’ve been thinking about it, and I don’t think I’ll be able to take control of the body on my own. I’ll need the twins to help out with [Connection]. Even then, it would take too long and be too dangerous with our current timing, so we’ll also need to rope in Maya and do some Thought Acceleration. What do you think, Nat? Would you like to see how far we’ve progressed?”

“Now that’s a silly question.”

At that, she only smiles. “Then let us gather them.”

 







 

Our small group of necromancy and mental magic enjoyers gathers in a circle around the body of the demon Champion. Sophie, Maya, the twins, and me, with Lily on standby in case something goes wrong. And for some reason, Biscuit’s here as well, dozing off in my lap while Sophie explains.

“I thought we would’ve made more progress with Thought Acceleration by now, but it’s proving more difficult than expected. Especially with how weak some people’s minds are.” Sophie pauses, as if wanting to let us absorb the insult. “So, for now, we’ll stick to Level 1. I think 30 minutes should be within the safe limit. To explain it in a way ‘that a 5-year-old child would understand,’ since Nat enjoys that: 30 minutes outside equals, by estimation, around 50 hours within the mental space I accelerate and Maya compounds.”

“If you can’t explain it simply, it just means you don’t understand it enough.”

“Thank you for your wisdom, Nat.”

“You’re welcome, Sophie. But yeah, I agree, your mind and the others are quite weak.”

“Oh, even mine now?”

“You’ve been getting too cocky lately with all your mindblender mumbo jumbo. Even in my guild, I’ve been hearing how a few of the demons have been wanting to go on a hunt to challenge the ‘mind mage witch bitch’ that’s been scaring people on the 4th floor.”

“My mind is much more powerful than it ever was. You have no idea what I’m capable of now.”

“Yeah? Go on then, prove it to me. Test my defenses.”

“Forcing an attacker’s mind into manifesting itself within your mental space and then turning it into a fist fight while calling that strategy: ‘Oh, You Dumbfuck Actually Walked In’ isn’t something that should ever be called a mental defense.”

“Maybe we should start?” Aaron asks somewhat awkwardly. “You know, time limit. Champion’s body. We’re risking our minds, which could overheat and melt like Dennis’s old laptop trying to open his homework folder.”

“Oh, come on.” Like the snake she is, Sophie turns to the twin. “I’m making my mind a central node, and I would rather it melt before any of yours.”

“Sophie… that’s the sweetest thing you’ve ever said to us,” Dennis says with a serious expression. “But what if Maya fucks up? Compounds it too many times or something?”

“That’s a good question,” Maya herself says, causing heads to turn toward her. She shrugs. “Look, I’m here for the sole purpose of blatantly being used for my skill, which I only ever thought I would use for combat. I have no idea how any of that works. I might [Focus] too much, compound too much, and might even add [Boost] by mistake.”

Observing the conversation, I let them talk it out while doing my own preparations. There are already plenty of barriers stacked up around us, and within them, a few more have been built up around the body. I don’t think we want a sudden gust of wind to crash against the body and evaporate half of our group while performing some sort of cursed mind magic. That would be a very unfortunate end to group four.

Blackie’s already waiting. The piece of the Champion’s bond, now belonging to Sophie, reaches out from her shadow and moves curiously toward the body. Well, as curiously as it can. In the end, it’s only a construct, just a set of rules and preset reactions, yet its behaviors make it feel alive. And who the hell knows, maybe in a way Blackie is alive, just waiting to fully awaken one day to take revenge on us for the name Izzy gave him.

Gradually, the bickering group calms down, and we finally get to it. It begins with Blackie sliding into the body of the Champion and seeping in entirely. Sophie does something afterward to try and take over, while the twins join in with [Connection]. They continue to do so for a good thirty minutes, mostly in an effort to gather enough information. Looking with my Preeminence eyes, I gather some of my own as well.

Lastly, when the first step is done, Sophie creates a mental space for us. We lower our mental defenses and let her take us in one after another. The twins strengthen the [Connection], then Maya joins in with her skill until the five of us find ourselves in the space they’ve created.

Said like that, it might sound too easy, but it is anything but. I don’t think there are many people capable of doing something like this during their 5 years in the tutorial.

Once inside that mental space, I look around and realize it’s not that bad. Most of all, it seems like we’re in the penthouse of a skyscraper planted in the middle of the Italian countryside. There isn’t a single other building or human made structure around, just miles upon miles of beautiful nature providing us with an amazing view, further strengthened by all the walls around us being almost entirely made of glass.

“Okay then, why don’t we start?” Sophie claps her hands together.

Then a new voice asks, “Start with what?”

At once, all of us turn toward the person who hadn’t been there a moment ago.

A muscular demon stands there now, his back to us, one finger tracing the glass as he gazes at the countryside. In the reflection of the glass, I see his deep red eyes.

“Please don’t move,” he says shortly. He taps on the glass a few times without even bothering to turn around, and we stand there frozen, gathering our mana for a possible clash, one that I have no idea how to approach.

Then the demon turns around. Short white hair, red eyes, and thick brown horns. He’s smiling gently, and unlike the body we found outside, this version bears no signs of damage.

He claps his hands together, similar to how Sophie did before, and the act of it vibrates the air and rattles the entire building.

“Well then, let’s see who’s been meddling with my poor, lifeless body.”

            


Chapter 780 - A bit of a problem


                “If we’d known someone was home, we wouldn’t have touched the body,” I am the first to speak, gesturing for the others to keep quiet.

“How polite of you,” the demon says. He continues to smile, but the expression lags behind his words. His jaw stutters in a rapid, mechanical vibration, flashing a dozen different expressions in the span of a second. “[IMPRINT STATUS: ACCEP-P-PTABLE]… But unfortunately, as you said, n-no one is home. What you are speaking to is an imprint of my mind, placed here for mental defenses with the help of my disciple. The highest directive would be to destroy you all, but that changes a bit now that my host is dead. Honestly? How stupid can you be to invade the body of a Champion even if they are dead, without proper…” he pauses for about ten seconds, “…precautions?”

These words, though mimicking the personality of someone long dead, bear no true emotion, interwoven with a flat voice glitching out.

“If we were caught up in being worried about everything, we would just sit at home and suck on our thumbs.” I scratch the side of my face while watching the demon, who continues to smile in that creepy way, and I try not to show anything more than I need. I continue to think it over, comparing the power of my mind to what is a mere imprint. For now, I hold myself back and resist doing anything rash.

“What happened to me?” The demon gestures for us to sit, and when we do, he continues to stand. Still near the window. As his hand moves, the air around it ripples and pixelates.

“No idea, we found your body on the planet called the Pit,” I answer

“That is very unfortunate. I wonder who killed me, that bitch Florien or… [ERROR 356: DATABASE CORRUPTION]. Don’t you hate those flying mage types who constantly fire off pathetic mana attacks, hoping some of them actually hurt you while actually causing more damage to their city than you?”

“They are the worst,” I nod.

The imprint nods eagerly in that creepy, twitchy movement. “They always thought themselves safe from me until they saw the speeds I could fly at, with their fields and domains helpless to disrupt it. Ah, the good times.”

He taps his knee with a finger, but I’m still sure that even if he is just an imprint, he’s continuing to examine what’s happening in here. Not that I’m not doing something similar. My mind is currently being pushed to the utmost maximum.

Then the tapping stops, and the look in his eyes changes, and for the first time, he looks directly at Sophie. “[REDUNDANCY CHECK FAILED] It seems like the main protocols still remain even as the host is dead. I will now proceed to destroy…”

The demon’s imprint stops moving entirely, and Sophie is back standing with her hand extended towards him. One of his arms twists and breaks, and a crack appears in the side of his head from which no blood flows. By then, I am already in front of the imprint, a sword manifesting in my hand and cutting into the imprint’s neck, where it lodges itself and stops as the imprint moves and swings his hand against my head.

The mental space around us twists and changes, and we find ourselves outside, standing in the grass.

“You three run!” Sophie shouts at the twins and Maya. “Your mental defenses aren’t good enough, and your attacks won’t do much. Nat, we need to slow it down so I can unwind the mental space and…”

She doesn’t get to finish. From the skyscraper in the distance, all the thousands of glass windows burst one after another, and in a blur, a figure shoots from there at us.

I don’t think the imprint is anywhere near the level of the Champion. It’s grown weak after hundreds of years, the owner of the body is dead, and it’s still within the mental space Sophie and the others created. Yet it’s still scary.

Armor manifests around my body as I crash against him with a powerful impact just before the imprint reaches Sophie.

The punch almost throws me away, but I grab his unbroken arm and pull him back towards me. My armor groans as the imprint’s sheer presence tries to erase the idea of ‘me’ from this space. My grip on his arm begins to liquify, my fingers turning into smoke. I have to pour all of my concentration into keeping my hands solid and holding my [Manifestation] together.

The demon almost doesn’t seem to notice me and just shoves me away, eyes locked on Sophie. It doesn’t even react as my punch caves in his head, cracking it, and with my next attack, I break one of its legs.

Then I feel my movements halt. Everything stops moving. The grass, the leaves in the trees, and the fake wind of this mental space all seem frozen in time. Walking past the frozen me, the imprint with deep red glowing eyes moves towards Sophie.

But before it can take another, a new presence appears. With a shout, a young boy appears behind his back, holding a folded steel chair high over his head and slams it against the back of the demon’s head, causing the imprint to stumble and fall to the ground.

With that, the boy disappears in a flash of a torn and bleached red blanket cape around his shoulders.

Finally piercing through, I take partial control over the mental space Sophie created, and as if flipping a switch, all the colors of this mental world disappear, leaving only shades of black and white. Within this new space, I free myself, appearing in front of the imprint and stepping on his head, caving it in further and then do it again. A sword manifests in my hand, which I use to cut off his head before my movements halt again.

The body of the imprint ignores the severed head that stays on the ground and stands up to begin to move towards Sophie again.

Both twins move nearby at a burst of high speed, about to attack, before a hole made by Sophie appears under their feet, causing them to drop down just as the imprint swings a hand, and everything in their direction explodes in a glitch like wave reminiscent of kinetic energy.

“Be careful!” Sophie shouts again, but her words stop as the demon comes to stand in front of her and his hand pierces through her chest.

Her face shows shock, and large tears of pain appear in her eyes.

Maya flickers from the air like the twins before, a blank expression on her face as she swings her glowing sword down, cutting off the demon’s arm entirely and leaving him with the broken one. As the severed arm falls down, Sophie disappears as the twins’ near-perfect illusion is gone.

The imprint’s body turns in place and looks somewhere far into the distance, where it locates the real Sophie. Exploding into a charge, his body entirely shatters like shards of glass mid-movement.

For a moment, these shards hang glittering in the air before finally dissipating. Then there is only silence.

Finally able to move again, my senses begin to wash over the area to confirm my initial scan didn’t trick me.

I take a few steps and stand next to an emotionless Maya, her sword ready to attack if needed. With a flicker of the air, one of the twins appears next to us as well, breathing heavily, not from the exertion, but from the tension of the situation we just went through.

“That wasn’t so bad,” I say. When I get a blank look from who I guess is Aaron, I add, “All things considered.”

The space around us shifts again as we reappear in the same space as before, the top floor of the tall, undamaged skyscraper. Once there, Sophie tiredly slouches in the armchair with the rest of us standing nearby.

“I was careless,” she says straight up, face pointed down at the floor. “I didn’t check it as deeply and carefully as I should have because I didn’t expect any notable reactive mental defense from a demon. From my experience dealing with them, they usually defend their minds actively, through willpower. We were lucky this imprint was almost out of mana and damaged to begin with.”

No one says anything as we, one after another, sit in our own chairs around her. Even I can’t find too much excitement in myself to tease her. I can probably excuse myself by saying this wasn’t a mental space I created, and that’s the only reason I wasn’t able to manifest much of my strength, but that’s it. Even if it is true, it still feels like an excuse.

“Over the next day, I’ll be spending my time looking out for similar traps, more imprints, or the possibility of the one we met reactivating itself. Only when I’m as sure as I can be that there are no more surprises like that will we continue,” Sophie thinks, then sighs. “…If that’s even necessary.”

“Good. Lessen your hold over the mental space a little so I can take over a little,” I ask of her, and she meekly does so right away.

“Your usual mental space won’t be compatible with what we’re doing, so you’ll have to make changes. If you mess with it too much, you could break this place apart and throw us out. If that happens, we could all take damage and…” She stops talking. “…Just be careful.”

The following silence is awkward as both Sophie and I split and work on different things, while Maya and the twins are left to wait here, useless for now.

 







 

Once I’m done taking over different parts of the mental space, just a few hours later, I stand up and head over to the window. To test things out, I make a change. One of the mountains in the distance crumbles, and rocks fall down to gradually reveal the shape of a glorious sleeping corgi carved from the entire mountainside, stretching a mile or so tall.

Both twins stop by my side, wordlessly staring at the beauty as I tell them, “Sophie might keep beating herself over the head for what just happened, but don’t let pity stop you. Keep reminding her of it.”

“It would feel better if we’d been able to do more about it,” Dennis says.

“So what. Be unfair. I didn’t do much either, and I’ll still tease her for what happened. Because it was mainly her fault, and it will remind her of the mistake. If I do something similar, do the same to me,” I say simply.

“Sure. By the way, that boy with the steel chair…” Aaron begins.

“Secret weapon. Can’t tell you more,” I cut him off.

“He looked a bit like you…” Dennis stops talking and shakes his head. “Whatever. Want to spar a little before Sophie finishes up? Maya said she’ll be joining us as well.”

With nothing better to do, I agree, and we move to the rooftop floor, where we spend the next day sparring.

Within the mental space, the use of mana can be weird and sometimes just straight-up doesn’t work, at least not for the three of them, so we go for hand-to-hand combat mostly.

While weird, it does make for an interesting experience. Our physical stats don’t match the outside world, some sensations are also off, and so are our senses along with them.

Still, I might cheat a little and make my physical stats just that tiny bit higher when I start losing against the better trained Maya.

 







 

Once the day has passed, we surround Sophie again, and she tells us what she found.

“I’m as sure as I can be that the imprint is done. While I was at it, I confirmed that it must have been seriously damaged. I dated it at 441 years old, while the body has been dead for 435 years. I won’t bother you too much with details, but it was set to be a simple scan and copy of the Champion by a mind mage who then created an imprint of the mind. That imprint was kept functional by a trickle of mana from the Champion that was cut off after his death, so it began degrading. It’s a miracle it was still functioning somehow.”

Even after all of this, Sophie keeps some of her arrogance when it comes to mental stuff, as she says. “I can’t say it was a bad job, but it wasn’t anything too impressive either. The mind mage did an amazing job at creating the imprint, but not so good a job of setting up the rest. But that aside, I have a bit of a problem which I’ve tried to fix,” she says, as she finally stops delaying and gets to the point.

Sophie pauses and takes a deep breath. “When I unwound the imprint, I had to use Blackie, and to do so quickly, he was forced to integrate more deeply into the body of the Champion. I kept trying, but I couldn’t get him out anymore, he’s stuck inside. That alone wouldn’t be terrible, but another problem is that the imprint left a mark on Blackie. While he is still my bond, I can sense it changed him in a way I can’t stop or revert.”

“Is he going to turn into the Champion? Will it take over?” Maya asks, giving voice to what the rest of us are thinking.

Sophie shakes her head. “Nothing like that. It’s… it’s like he gained more consciousness… individuality. He almost feels like a child now. It’s really hard to describe. You’ll see it for yourselves once we make it back outside, which we can do right away if you don’t have any more plans here.”

We look at each other, and no one seems to be against the idea, so we slowly get to it. We take apart the mental space, throwing us back outside, where probably only around 10 minutes or so have passed.

Right away, my eyes turn to the body of the Champion, and so do everyone else’s.

Sophie’s bond, now trapped inside it, awakens. The body moves after 400 years of lying here dormant. The shrivelled arms move and gently press against the ground for the body to slowly stand up, swaying but straightening up, even with that huge hole burrowed through the entirety of its chest.

With Sophie wearing a difficult to read expression on her face, Blackie takes a step closer to her. Though a few people around panic at that, aware of the possibility of what its powerful traits can do, Sophie doesn’t move at all. She stands there, looking toward the reanimated dead body.

Blackie reaches toward her, and for a moment his face almost twists into a childlike smile, grotesque on that shrivelled face, before his hand stops just short of her and he pulls it back.

His arm lowers, stopping halfway, then fully drops to his side. He tilts his head, the movement stiff and uneven, with eyes constantly gazing across Sophie’s face and then past her.

Blackie shifts his weight, almost losing balance, then corrects it with a clumsy step. He looks down at his own hands, flexing them once, watching the motion closely, as if confirming that they belong to him.

When he looks back up at Sophie, there is something expectant there, but Sophie just stands silent, not knowing what to do.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Just a reminder! I will be stubbing chapters 550 - 614 (Book 7) sometime in early April and the book itself will launch on Amazon on April 15th. So go ahead and reread these chapters before they are gone!

Also, in a few weeks Book 10 will likely conclude on Patreon and I will be taking a two week long break, so take that into consideration as well.

I have a feeling I wanted to talk about something else as well, but I forgot.

Well, anyway, as you know the Biscuit plush was a huge success and I did not forget - there will be the side story I promised and I will use all earnings to commission something nice!

Have a nice weekend!



                



Chapter 781 - The Tower


                I watch as Blackie stands there, looking at his hands and often letting his eyes drift toward Sophie, as she stands next to me. In front of him, Biscuit and Noodle are both fighting for his attention, but they don’t make any attempt to move closer, and neither does Blackie. Izzy is also nearby, looking him over with curiosity.

“I don’t know what the fuck to do,” Sophie continues to complain to me. “Blackie was and still is just a construct made by a Champion. A set of rules with preset reactions. No, he was never even a full construct, just a fragment of one, further broken when that Champion died. He only mimics normal behaviours and decides based on a set of rules. Even mixed in with that imprint, it’s still the same. I think Blackie, as a construct, absorbed parts of the imprint we faced to use to fix himself, strengthen, or even evolve. Something.”

“So you have no idea?” I ask.

“I have many ideas, but I’m just not sure. These are Champion level creations we’re talking about, there are a lot of things I still don’t know. I just know my bond with Blackie has weakened and been enhanced at the same time. Like hell that makes sense. At least he still listens to me like before.” Once again, she shakes her head. “This is a pain in the ass. A malfunction eroded his rule sets, leaving him vulnerable to stimuli that might alter him at a deeper level. I won’t bother you with a more detailed explanation.”

“You know how dangerous it could be if he charges at Izzy. Even a hard fall nearby could trigger the trait and kill others in the area.”

She turns to me, annoyed. “You don’t have to remind me! I saw what that trait could do. In the worst case, I can leave him on this floor as we go to the next, and trust me, if I need to, I will do that. Otherwise, I’ll be stuck having to deal with the fact that even a strong gust of wind could cause an explosion of kinetic energy. If someone jumps to attack me and he takes a punch, the defensive blast of kinetic energy could kill me as well. Rain probably would too, or if he trips or bounces against a tree. Not even mentioning that demons will likely eat me alive if I try to take him into Beyond, yet I can’t leave him behind with Izzy.”

Rubbing her temples, she groans, looking at Blackie, who looks from Biscuit back at her. He looks at her for a moment before it is Sophie who first breaks eye contact.

“When you get to Beyond, go meet Silverweave at Crimson Forge, tell her I sent you,” I tell her. Don’t let them trick you into overpaying. With the right offer, they’ll work for free. Have them build armor for Blackie that’ll absorb kinetic impacts. There’s a material we’ve been experimenting with that could work. It is heavy and expensive, but you should ignore that for now. Tell them to fully clad Blackie with it. Also have them include a release mechanism so the armor can drop away when he needs to move freely.”

Sophie looks at me, thinking of what I said before nodding. “I’ll need to have a talk with Frontier and change my schedule a bit to do that, but if they decide to be dicks about it, I’ll just leave.”

“I would be careful about that. They’ve invested a lot in you with the goal of beating the 5th floor.”

“I’m well aware of that.” She waves her hand, and a stone under her grows in size, smoothes out, and forms into a seat she sits in like a tired old man. “I’ll probably check in with the Doc as well, maybe there’s an implant that can help control the trait. Then I could talk with Lily about fixing up that body a little, though I don’t know how far she can go when it comes to modifying or healing something at the level of a Champion.”

“That sounds like a good plan,” I say, and leave her to deal with it.

For a while, I observe Blackie and wonder if they’ll be wanting to give him a new name. I also think of how much interesting stuff there might be to find on this floor. Maybe I made a mistake ignoring it this much. Still, I know I’d just repeat my choices, even knowing what I do now.

Then a thought flashes through my mind, something I curse myself for not thinking of sooner, before I quickly open the Beyond Community interface.

Noname -Savi, you gluttonous, cowardly asshole.

Savant -what do you want.

He reacts immediately. I must have caught him during his daily community checks, a habit everyone seems to have.

Noname - Tell me, how many things have you gobbled up on the 9th floor at this point?

Savant -Why would I answer that?

Tacita - |･ω･)

Savant -Another reason for me to say nothing.

Tacita - (ﾒ￣▽￣)︻┳═一

Noname - You have a gun?

Tacita -＼(￣▽￣)／

Noname -You do not have a gun.

Tacita - (─‿‿─)

After that, she doesn’t answer anymore, leaving me and Savant behind.

Noname -Where would she even get a gun on the 9th floor? And how useful would that even be for someone like her?

Savant - Honestly, I don’t even care. By the way, how have you been dealing with that… what are you guys calling it… maybe the “colossal jumping asshole?” That sounds like the type of name your group would come up with. So, how did you deal with that monster?

Noname - Oh, you mean Skippy? We’re avoiding him.

Savant - … Of course… Skippy… Whatever, I have to go. And stop selling information on me to Brich.

Noname - You already sold some on me.

And of course, he doesn’t answer anymore, like a true drama queen. Turning off the community interface, I observe Blackie, who starts walking a bit. His steps are slow and awkward, but he improves quickly, literally in just a few steps, his balance shifts, he moves more smoothly, and his strides grow longer. Then he falls as he steps into a small hole and loses his balance. He regains composure, but instead of fully falling, he braces himself against his outstretched hand.

Even that is enough to trigger the trait. The absorbed kinetic energy ricochets through his body until it explodes, throwing him into the air. He hits the ground again, causing an even larger explosion of kinetic energy that sends him tumbling and sliding.

Each roll triggers one blast after another, but with each one, his movements become more nimble and his landings softer. The explosions slowly grow smaller until he finally lands without one, standing up in what looks almost like a proud posture.

Around him, there are half a dozen craters and cracked ground. Group 4 is staring him down like he’s a walking bomb that could be set off at any moment.

I wish Sophie the very best, and head over to where I can sense Tess approaching, likely heading over so I can replace her on guard duty, and so she can get back up to speed. We meet on top of the branches of one of the giant trees, and I watch as she stops in front of me. One of her arms is hanging along her body, torn, wounded, and bitten into. There are similar wounds all over her.

Noticing where I’m looking, she smiles. “Some of the monsters here are quite fast, attack in groups, and have good senses.”

Her words make me wonder how many times someone from the group might have almost died. How many times have they bled or fought with their lives on the line?

Of course, the high level extrovert seems to know what I’m thinking, and she says softly, “How many times do you think any of us almost died, be it here or in Beyond? Or even somewhere just out of sight of the others?”

“Probably more than I’d been thinking just a few moments ago.”

“Probably,” she agrees. “I can heal myself by using Lily’s healing marks, but I prefer my wounds to stay for as long as possible, or let my natural regeneration handle it. The pain and restrictions serve as a reminder to not over-rely on our cute little healer and to not get careless.”

“I always knew I was the only normal person in Group 4.”

She laughs and uses her right hand to poke her damaged left arm. “This wasn’t my fault, I can tell you that. The monsters that attacked me were twenty strong, and half of them split off to move toward our group. To keep them from passing, I had to move into closer quarters and engage in melee combat rather than killing them before they could so much as see me. They were fast, organised, and each one was over level 350, and a few of them were closer to 400. I did my best within my current capabilities, and next time I will do better.”

Her expression is firm and confident as she says it, so I just nod. “Putting more stats into mana would go a long way. By the way, how are things in the Silent Veil? I don’t think I asked you.”

“They keep asking me to lure Tacita into the guild. They keep asking about Lily. They want me to abuse my relationship with you, as the Primordial Knight’s rumored, now confirmed, guild master. They even want me to push Sophie into spying on Frontier, and so on. They offer a lot in exchange for information. And to top it all off, I don’t think Lyraen likes me very much.”

“With the 40 wives that guy has, it must be tough, so I don’t think he is ever in a good mood.”

Tess chuckles. “40 now?”

“Could be 50.”

“I guess it could, but I think he just doesn’t like me because my range is longer than his, and the moment he uses his white lightning, I can see him. I learned to spot it thanks to my cute little disciple. I think my eyes are pretty sharp.” She flicks her blonde hair over her shoulder in a mockery of arrogant behavior. “But he and I are pragmatic people, so we’ve been cooperating pretty well so far, and who knows, I might abuse my relationship with you guys to improve my position in the guild even further. Anyway, thanks for volunteering for guard duty.”

With a wave, she jumps off the branch and turns into a streak of red and white lightning that zigzags unpredictably through the air as she moves toward the group.

Sensing more signatures closing in, I head in that direction to deal with them. On the way, one of the skills I’ve been constantly working to train levels up. It doesn’t even happen during combat, as it usually does. Seeing that level, I think that lowering my Constitution may have been worth it. The skill has settled comfortably within me, making my body even more attuned to it.

I wonder how many people in the tutorial have reached that level.

[Mana Manipulation - lvl 78 > Mana Manipulation - lvl 79]

 







 

POV Earth

It is a bright afternoon when the Swiss Alps begin to tremble.

At first, it feels like distant thunder, a low, deep vibrations rolling through stone and ice. Then the clouds part. Sunlight pours down, and within that brilliance, a figure glides through the air, arms spread wide as if to embrace the sky itself.

Behind him, something mimics the gesture. A towering crimson red presence with a humanoid torso. The figure’s four massive arms open wide, mirroring his pose on a much larger scale, and violent mana flashes through the area, filling it with a deep hum.

Deep below, the mountain peaks begin to shake and crumble. Rock and snow alike form a gigantic landslide, while the deep, foreboding rumble is audible throughout the entire country.

Slowly, from within that destruction, a tower begins to grow. Smooth, elegant, pearl white, and golden.

Beautiful.

The tower is as thick as the mountains it replaces, its surface flawless, unbroken, without a single window. It climbs past the ruined peaks, past the clouds. And continues on further. Growing to tower over the place where everything almost ended for the man hovering in the sky.

The growth stops only once the tower is taller than any mountain existing on Earth. And there it stands, its surface shining under the light of the sun, casting a shadow that stretches far into the distance.

At last, the surface near the top cracks, and from its back, something reminiscent of wings extends, made from the same white golden stone as the tower. Two bigger ones on each side and two slightly leaner ones below. Four wings, each spreading a mile wide.

It has taken hours and many more weeks of preparation, but now that it’s done, the red figure behind the man disappears. Unhurriedly, the man descends.

He ignores the door at the top of the tower and lands directly on the top of the tower itself, where a throne awaits, perfectly centered.

The moment he sits down, his senses connect to the structure. The tower awakens, powered by the man’s mana heart. His senses flood outward from him, spreading first through the entirety of the country, then into neighboring ones, and then further, crossing oceans without resistance.

With just a few more modifications, all of Earth will be open to his senses. And with the correct materials and further enhancements, that reach will extend even beyond Earth itself.

            


Chapter 782 - Goruk


                I watch as Blackie runs through the forest. His movements, even as they continue to improve, are still somewhat clumsy, and there’s barely anything reminiscent of the martial arts in his movements. Most of the time, monsters just attack him only to be torn apart in the resulting explosion, or he simply runs into them. Be it a monster of similar size or one many times taller than him, those under level 300 or close to 400, all end very similarly, turned to shreds or grievously wounded, at which point he usually moves closer and begins to punch them, awkwardly.

I think it is because of how stats work, but his speed isn’t all that high, nor is his strength. It is as if his body was mostly built on Constitution and not so much of the other stats.

Sophie says that it should fix itself with time, as he’ll probably get part of the experience from the kills, and it will likely be funneled into his stats, provided he has a leveling system like us. There is also a question of how much of that Sophie will get.

That kind of combat he puts on display also tends to attract more monsters, and that’s what we want for now, as we cycle through a new danger zone and use Blackie to attract the attention of the monsters we need to kill before proceeding deeper. It’s also fun to see just how unkillable he is, and it makes me respect the Champion a bit more. It also makes me wonder whether he had any control over the trait, or if he chose it knowing he couldn’t and would have to live with it forever. Since it was a demon, it’s highly likely it was the latter.

Once the main group of monsters is dealt with, Sophie calls him back, and the others head in to clear out the rest, while Tess and I stay behind to keep an eye out and make sure we’re ready to move in if a more powerful one approaches. There are still plenty of stronger ones remaining, and the closer we are to the end of the floor, the more of them appear, as if forced to get out of their holes and fight.

Even Biscuit floats alongside us, creating purple mana projectiles that he fires off at all the monsters. Explosive orbs fly, and when it comes to the bigger ones, massive purple tentacles pierce the ground to hold them in place for further attacks.

When he gets annoyed at more durable ones, he grows in size to match them and fights them up close. If he gets especially annoyed, he shrinks to the size of a puppy and disappears into a pool of dark shadows from which a primal growl sounds, as that shadow encompasses his enemy, a crunching ensues, and soon, silence.

There hasn’t been a monster that didn’t try to run away after seeing that. Without a speck of doubt, he is the best corgi of the 9th floor. The best corgi to ever put its paws on the 9th floor of any tutorial.

The twins so far have a perfect score, too, and no monster’s been able to locate them. Instead, the beasts just keep attacking their illusions. Currently, they seem to be having fun by grafting all their stats onto one of them, who then moves and attacks with impressive stats that are likely the highest of anyone from group 4, though there are limitations to it. Their enthusiasm is clear as they fight over who gets to be the one with all the stats, measuring in seconds how long it is before the other one asks for a switch.

Apparently, they haven’t fought anyone from group 4 while doing that, and it makes me wonder if they are only doing this in hopes of managing to curbstomp Lily or possibly Min-Jae, who I’ve heard has been winning in duels against them, even 2v1.

Both Dennis and Aaron are at the same level, 337, and for me, it is hard to say if it’s high or low. Knowing what lunatics group 4 members can be and remembering what they have done to the others from Hell difficulty, I would say it is high. It’s just that, unlike mass-destruction enjoyers like me, they can’t level up on such a mass scale. I’m already starting to lose count of how many times I’ve gained a dozen or so levels by blowing up an entire tunnel. It’s always tunnels.

So the twins don’t have their body upgrade yet, but after I shared my positive experiences, they might be waiting to gather some achievements. Min-Jae is close to his body upgrade, just a few levels off, thanks to his easier method of killing more monsters. Maya is at a similar level to the twins, and Izzy just passed level 300 not long ago.

Sophie, Tess, and Lily all got over 350 in the past month or two. For now, I remain at the highest level and would likely be over 400 if I hadn’t waited so long for my body upgrade, and if I didn’t want to take down the Champion before the trait at 400.

There’s no need to be competitive and watch our levels and constantly compare ourselves.

It is fine.

So, once again, the twins, with level 337 times three, that’s over 1000 in stats just from that. Count in the extra stats your class gives you, some stats from training, and from the group 4 variation of Burden Enhancement Inscriptions or Restrictive Training Emblems I modified for them, and each of the twins has around what, 1600 points in their stats? One or two hundred less or more. Unfortunately, neither of them went for an Attribute upgrade that would double their chosen attribute.

I have 2700 or so, and an additional almost 1900 from Vast Mana.

That said, if they continue to improve sharing stats and their handle over it, one twin could enter combat with stats close to someone at level 400 who abused the fuck out of getting free stats. Not to mention the shared mental processing they have.

I almost feel a smile force its way onto my face. No matter how many months pass, I always find myself fascinated by the many ways the system can be used. On the one hand, it appeals to my curiosity, on the other, it’s a reminder that I can do better and attempt to abuse it more. After all, everyone does it.

Seeing that we have begun to move, I join the others as they head deeper into the Danger Zone.

This one is once again different from previous ones. Where before the area started clearing, this one is getting denser and denser with vegetation. At one point, Blackie stays behind, given that he can’t move between the trees without bumping into them.

Using our senses, we search for a way between trunks and branches, often squeezing in between them. The space becomes more claustrophobic, quieter, and darker. Mana radiation begins to fill the air, even as far out as we are, it begins to reach the level of skills like [Dawn] when someone like Savant uses it.

It’s time for me to take over. My own [Eclipse] flares up just enough to surround our group, draining the color from the area while I deal with the radiation within its bounds.

The trees become weirder, their trunks sprouting eyes that track our movements but do nothing else. Many others grow limbs of many kinds, taken from the monsters we’ve met.

It is as if the forest itself devoured them and made them into part of itself, or perhaps it all mutated together. Those arms and legs move, reaching towards us as we squeeze between the trunks. There are some trees entirely devoid of leaves, replaced instead by patches of fur. In other places where a bit of grass still shows, teeth are growing from the ground next to it.

My use of [Eclipse] continues to ramp up, now powered by nearly the entirety of the mana I generate each second. I start thinking about when I’ll need to either reach into my reserves or lift the seal on the Ignition Heart further.

It becomes more difficult to breathe for some reason, even though none of us really needs all that much air. The silence puts everyone on edge, and only the strengthening mana radiation shows us that we’re heading in the correct way.

Mile after mile, we pass hundreds upon hundreds of twisted, nightmarish trees and a myriad of watching eyes. At this point, I lift the seal slightly and generate more mana to avoid reaching into my crown, continuing to open it further and further, just that tiny bit more.

Like that, we push ourselves through the branches and trees and eventually reach our goal.

At first, it looks like we’ve finally reached a bit of open terrain. The mana radiation there is no stronger, but it feels tired. Old. Like it’s been recycled way too many times.

Then something exhales.

The monster is asleep, or something close to it. Its body is fused with the forest floor, half submerged in layers of bone fragments and pieces of fur. What should be the torso of a monster reminiscent of a monkey, but stretched beyond proportion. Its ribs are on the outside, growing into branch-like structures. Over its body, a multitude of extra arms and eyes grow, all degenerated and twisted. The lower half of its body is way too thin, just bones covered in bits of skin and fur to be dragged along with the rest.

Below it lies the corpse of a Champion. A blue tiger, perhaps, long ago, it was a glorious beast. Half of it is gone, slowly eaten down over decades, maybe hundreds of years. Layers have been peeled off carefully, muscles separated from bone over years of effort.

The sleeping thing is eating it slowly even now. The arms, even the mutated and twisted ones, move constantly, applying effort to pull off the fur to reveal more of the skin. Bones poking through the skin of its fingertips continue to painfully and slowly cut into the flesh.

This thing was clearly never meant to consume something that powerful.

[Goruk - lvl ???]

One of the eyes growing on its cheek is open even now, it sees us and doesn’t like it. Gradually, more and more eyes open. The arms stop picking at the corpse of the tiger.

Goruk wordlessly moves its long arms to pull itself free from the ground, then begins to drag itself toward us, its back legs trailing behind.

In quick succession, Tess’s javelins shoot forth like railguns, Min-Jae’s projectiles accurately bombard the head, and my [Empyrean Lance] pierces through it. Izzy ignores the rules of the jungle, which have never seemed to like flames, and her Fragment blazes forth in a stream that encompasses the entirety of the mutated monkey.

The monster pulls itself out of the bombardment, dragging its body forward in a hurried, frantic scramble. New holes and damage cover it, but new flesh sizzles up and regrows over the damaged parts, restoring it to its mutated form as the mana radiation intensifies.

Maya and Lily both move ahead. Sophie forces the surrounding trees to push outward, splitting them open to create more space. More colors drain from the area just as Lily’s [Disintegration] begins to flash as she pushes the attack on Goruk. Maya crashes against it in her armor, and the twins move to attack from behind. Biscuit joins the fray, too, creating the eerie feeling that Goruk might be facing something even worse than itself.

Even now, Goruk doesn’t make a sound, even as its body is constantly damaged, restored, pierced by projectiles, torn apart by purple tentacles, or burned. It heals through [Disintegration], though that becomes slower and slower as Lily modifies her skill to face this specific opponent.

Over time, the mana radiation forces me to put more effort into stopping it, and I even begin to pull from the Crown.

Step after step, the monster gets pushed back, swaying its arms and dragging itself through the fur and bone shards on the ground. Its blood is thick, sizzling, and disgusting, forcing Sophie to use wind to blow out the fumes and Lily to heal the others damaged by the spray.

Pushed into a corner, Goruk begins to throw fragments of bone which shoot ahead like projectiles, piercing through the barriers we set, through the bodies of even the most powerful group members, and sliding past my kinetic hold.

Lily regenerates herself, but Maya sways with so many holes punched through her, and I hear Sophie scream as she grabs a wounded Izzy.

Our healer passes by me as I move ahead. A dozen lightning projectiles blast past me, piercing through the monster. With a loud thump, gravity increases, breaking the ground and the trees nearby, but Goruk pulls itself through even as my attacks begin to bombard it: lances, flames, mana explosions, and projectiles.

The monster drags itself onto the tiger’s corpse. Its lower half is gone, severed by our attacks, the spine left exposed. It rolls behind the body of the tiger, and wet, disturbing noises follow.

All of the mana radiation pulls back and disappears at once.

Then, the body of the blue tiger moves. It sways, twitches its legs, rolls to put weight onto itself, and stands up.

A big part of its belly is missing, half of its face has been eaten away, along with both eyes and parts of its back. There, on its back, Goruk is sitting, damaged and further mutated, with its spine piercing into the gouged-out portion of the tiger’s back, connected directly to the body of the Champion.

Defending its prey, Goruk screeches loudly for the first time, the sound spreading through the forest.

The mouth of the tiger mimics the movement.

I let out a burst of kinetic energy, sending anyone who doesn’t move in time flying back, just as the forest erupts in a shockwave, followed by a wave of mana radiation, the edge of which washes over me.

Blood starts dripping down my nose, and as I wipe it off with the back of my hand, I allow more of my mana to flood my body.

            


Chapter 783 - Fuck that creepy monkey, fuck the tiger, fuck Skippy


                Biscuit grows in size to match the Tiger, crashing against it as they push for dominance. His primordial energy expands into the area, devouring the mana radiation that had begun to swell again, causing parts of my [Eclipse] to flicker.

From the back of the tiger’s corpse, Goruk moves its long arms in an attempt to attack the corgi, but before any hits land, Tess’s lances pierce them through, and the limbs are forced to regenerate before they can attempt another attack.

The Tiger’s head snaps at Biscuit, but two arms made from purple mana manifest from the corgi, catching the jaws and forcing them open. Instead of biting, the tiger’s head shifts, with a roar, another explosion shoots toward group 4, only for the target to be revealed as illusions the twins have created. The forest behind is obliterated instead.

Monsters across the larger area start screeching, and it feels as if the entire forest is shaking. The weird pull I felt when trying to fly begins to manifest even down here. Blackie begins to move as well, as I sense the bursts of kinetic energy where he’s bulldozing through the trees to rush toward us.

My lance stabs into Goruk’s skull. And more mana surges through the [Ley Line] connected to it, causing the lance to swell and explode just as I send off a message to Biscuit telling him to jump back.

The body of the tiger remains undamaged, but the Goruk at the top is half-obliterated, only for more flesh to sizzle and start regrowing in the next instant. Another [Empyrean Lance] shoots toward the tiger’s head as a test, but it barely scratches the skin.

I compress a thin stream of flame and move my hand in a slashing motion. It sweeps across Goruk to cut it from the body of the champion. Most of the Goruk is severed, but I fail at the final mark, and it manages to stay connected.

Izzy, healed by Lily, attacks again with flames of her own, and Noodle expands in size, slithering behind it with a dark expression in its six green eyes. Colorful flames burst from its open maw, almost liquid in form, like long range flamethrowers spewing burning fluid that ignites the air itself. The instant they fall upon Goruk, they burn even hotter. Blue, purple, and green fire sizzles against flesh and sends the temperature soaring, nearly stripping Goruk to nothing.

Everyone else sees it then: pieces of whiter bone that make up the Goruk’s body, centered around the spine, chest cavity, and parts of the skull. These are bones it has devoured from the blue tiger.

Tess’s attack stabs through the eye cavity of Goruk’s skin and bounces inside the brain, sizzling and burning the organ. Even then, Goruk continues to sway and screech as more flesh regenerates. Its movements are slower now, and the eyes show even less intelligence than before as they reform.

The monster sways, its arms digging into the tiger to feed on more of its flesh, while the tiger opens its mouth to roar again. The shockwave is now omnidirectional. Everyone is forced into a defensive stance as the forest around us explodes.

Trees further and further out are uprooted, blasted away, and the ground is torn open as a new wave of mana radiation spreads. Without even using [Eclipse], I gaze at it, filling my eyes with mana. The radiation reaching us begins to break apart. Those dense wavelengths unwind, dissolving into particles that fill the air like falling ash.

New lances break apart into glowing mana with a white and golden core, mixing with the power I release like a torrential wave against the monstrosity.

[Empyrean Lance - lvl 39 > Empyrean Lance - lvl 40]

It crashes against the tiger without causing any damage, but climbs up toward the Goruk, stripping the monster of its flesh even as it regenerates in constant explosions of mana. I detonate it in an attempt to sever the connection at Goruk’s spine. Lily lands there immediately after, her body moving with such strength and speed that I can be pretty sure she sacrificed some of her fake organs. In her hands, she holds an axe grown from her own body, gray mana dancing across the blade as she swings it down. One of the arms moves to strike her, but another lightning javelin hits it, causing it to miss, and Lily cuts deep.

(Skippy is coming!) Tess shouts through our connection, and I send my senses further, feeling the presence closing in.

Cursing, I send a message back, (I’ll slow him down. Finish this quickly and take anything useful you can find!)

I split from the group and push myself over the trees, flying toward the approaching presence. On my way, I sense constant bursts of kinetic energy and trees exploding as Blackie, piloting the body of a Champion, forces his way toward the group.

The pressure that seems to hate anything with the audacity to fly intensifies, forcing me to put up more effort to stay in the air. I gather more mana and boost myself toward the ground, coming up at the impact that blasts the earth away, and immediately fire an [Empyrean Lance].

That lance just sizzles through, barely causing any damage. Of course, there isn’t any damage.

[Apex Slime - lvl ????]

Skippy is massive, but he’s not tall. He has a wide, heavy presence that spreads instead of rising. His body is perfectly smooth, faintly transparent, with colors slowly shifting inside like light moving through deep water. There are no bubbles, there’s no debris, and no body parts inside. Everything taken in gets corroded and entirely absorbed.

As it comes to a stop, the mass looks calm, almost lazy. Skippy stands there, not wobbly at all after the last ripples from my lance piercing him stop. Then the mass redistributes instantly, pulling itself forward in a smooth yet powerful surge. The slime compresses and then releases, bouncing up toward me.

I dodge to the side, and the mass passes by me, absorbing anything it touches before coming to a stop with a wobble. All the trees and rocks it took in have already been dissolved. A needle point the size of a tree trunk slams against it, making the entire surface ripple, but nothing else.

Skippy turns toward me, eyeless, yet unmistakably aware. Then, in the center of that body, a small green ball made of liquid forms.

The world around me slows down as I enter deep [Focus]. From the ball, a stream of that liquid shoots forth just as I burst into movement, jumping, running, and teleporting all over the place, moving only in directions where group 4 isn’t.

The green, water jet like attack cuts through everything in its way with such ease that it feels ridiculous. Trees, ground, stones. The jet stretches for miles and miles, perfectly straight, neither weakening nor slowing down as the slime sweeps it all across the battlefield. Anything cut by it begins to sizzle and corrode as the liquid melts it down, spreading further and further through the area.

More of my lances pierce the monster. Explosions tear through the area around it. Flames burn. Waves of mana clash against its body, a blast of raw mana powerful enough to wipe out dozens of A-ranks at once. None of it helps. None of it damages the monster or stops that jet of the green, corroding fluid.

Then another green ball forms, and another jet begins to follow me.

Then a third.

All moving at different angles from one another, sometimes crossing paths with impacts that send green droplets flying. They sweep through the area, destroying everything in their path while spreading their green toxin everywhere.

The world slows further as I overclock my mind, gathering and processing stimuli faster. Not once do I try to put up a barrier against it, not even [Ley Line].

My heart beats wildly as I duck, teleport, run, jump, fly, and roll through the debris, scuttling away on all fours just to avoid it. A single mistake and I will be cut through as if I weren’t even there, and I’m sure of that.

Even so, I don’t slow down. I continue to move faster, searching for a rhythm in those chaotic attacks. I calculate trajectories and watch the signatures of group 4 to avoid the attacks shooting their way. I listen to the conversations in our [Connection]. At the same time, I cycle my mana and thermal energy, dealing with the crown so it doesn’t explode.

My mind splits and combines. New thoughts pop up for a second to deal with a problem before disappearing. And I gather more mana.

[You have defeated Goruk - lvl 432]

[Lvl 388 > Lvl 389]

(We’re done here! We’re about to be running,) Tess sends.

(I’ll join you.)

Getting the confirmation, group 4 gathers and begins to move quickly, following behind Blackie as he makes his way through the forest. Skippy turns their way, perhaps preparing to sweep a slime jet at them, and I immediately release and detonate two mana orbs. They send a shockwave through the forest, spreading outward like ripples on the surface of a calm lake.

Even so, there isn’t the slightest visible hint of damage as the slime turns back toward me. It shifts its mass, shrinks, and then explodes into a powerful jump. My attacks bombard it as it passes, golden flames blaze across its form as it rolls through debris, pulling everything in its path into its body.

Another [Empyrean Lance] pierces through, stopping in the middle of its body where it explodes, only to be suffocated like a small air bubble bursting in the deep sea.

Giving Skippy a final glance, I teleport away and fly into the sky. I head toward the group, moving in a trajectory that ensures any shots Skippy takes at me will miss them.

As it turns out, the precaution wasn’t needed. Skippy tries to lazily follow for a minute before giving up and turning back, likely heading toward the next fight it senses. Weirdly, it never goes after the bodies of Champions or Absolutes in an attempt to absorb them.

The forest opens up, and I push myself between the trees. After a few more teleports to the marks I connected to my projectiles, I reach the others, who’ve recently come to a halt. Lily is moving from person to person, healing them in spite of any protests, as is the case with Tess. All things considered, they look better than I expected, though everyone’s suffered their own share of wounds. Despite being healed, there are bloody patches on their clothes and skin. By reading their mana signatures, I estimate who spent the most and learn how much this skirmish truly cost us.

Blackie stands off to the side, holding what looks like Goruk’s spine and skull, both partially formed from bones it devoured from the tiger. There are more bones scattered about, alongside pieces of flesh still clinging to blue fur.

“You’ve been wounded too,” Lily says, stopping in front of me. For the first time, I notice the cuts on my side and back. They are wide and partially corroded. I must have subconsciously used thermal energy to burn the flesh off before the toxin could spread further.

I allow her healing mana to restore the wounds before sitting on the ground with the others. We sit in a heavy, tired silence.

“Where to next?” I ask after a while.

“Fuck that creepy monkey, fuck that tiger for not staying damn dead, and fuck Skippy,” Dennis says, shrugging. “Further north? There are three more danger zones, and two of them should belong to Absolutes. Optimal for more ‘fun’ that’s even worse than what we just went through.”

(Food?) Biscuit asks.

“What did he say?” Dennis asks.

“The ferret lives farther north,” I sigh, lying flat on my back. I look up at Biscuit in his adult form. From this angle, he looks massive and majestic. I see his chest, his chin, and then his eyes as he moves his head to look down at me. “Let’s go north,” I say. “Not much time remains on this floor.”

“Does everyone agree?” Tess asks.

Slowly, everyone mutters their agreement without hesitation or fear, despite the fact that the danger will likely be even greater than what we’ve just been through.

Before the group settles into their short break, I ask a question, still staring up at Biscuit. “How possible do you think it is that there is a being nearly as big as a small planet? Or a being that hides inside the planet and, every once in a while, eats almost everything on the surface?”

In the silence that follows, no one answers, so I ask another question.

“And how far do you think I would need to fly into space for the System to acknowledge that I’ve seen enough of it to show me a name and a level?”

            


Chapter 784 - Never enough


                I find it kind of creepy to see Blackie watching the twins and Maya, as they spar off to the side during one of our short breaks. The shriveled demon body with the hole through its chest and its sawed-off horns just stands there unmoving without taking its eyes off them.

None of us actually needs these breaks, or at least not to this extent. Sure, it gives us a chance to recover energy and take a breather, but it feels more psychological, even though it runs counter to the idea of conserving mana. However, none of the three is using much mana, just going through the physical motions instead.

The rest of my mind, not busy with thinking how creepy Blackie is, goes over my theory. I try to think of how likely it is that the small planet we’ve found ourselves on is either growing on top of a monster or that some enormous creature has settled in and spread through the core. In such a case, would throwing the bodies of Absolutes and Champions into the depths serve as disposal, or would it rather be a form of feeding? If so, for what reason?

Then I notice Biscuit passing by on his short legs. Like a snake attacking, both of my hands flash through the air. I wrap them around his sides and swiftly pull him toward me, causing him to let out a surprised squawk as he tries to dig his paws into the ground to hold himself in place.

Realizing what is happening, he calms and opens his mouth, sticking out his tongue as he breathes and looks at me.

“What’s going on here?” I ask, even shaking him slightly. “And why are you so silent while you keep glancing off toward the north?”

Biscuit looks around as if worried someone might be listening before answering in a voice quieter than usual.

(Deer.)

I squeeze him more and shake him again. “More info.”

His form shrinks, and tiny antlers pop up on top of his head. (Sustenance deer. Food deer. Smell. Sense. Nomnomnomnom.)

“The hell was that last one?”

(Nomnomnomnom. Deer.)

“You’re hiding something from me,” I say. As I hold him, I turn him clockwise until his head points at the ground and his hind paws point at the sky. His ears flop down, with his mouth open, and his tongue hangs down, pulled by gravity.

He finally gives up. (One and one deer,) He says, even quieter than before.

With a sigh, I let go of him and gently set him on the ground. “How many deer is one plus one?”

(Eleven deer!)

Moving my hand like an attacking cobra, I grab him again to lift him right in front of my face. There, he just hangs happily and wiggles his short tail. With a sigh, I put him on the ground again. “One plus one is two.”

(Eleven!)

“Sure. How much is nine plus ten?”

The corgi blinks a few times, confused, before I answer seriously, “Twenty-one. Remember that. No matter what anyone else says, it’s twenty-one.”

He nods just as seriously and then moves to his spot, where he sits, staring in that one direction in which we begin to move.

During our travels, earthquakes have become fairly common, though they haven’t been all that powerful so far. At first, it starts off as a rumbling, deep underground that barely affects anything on the surface, but gradually they’ve been growing more noticeable, though they’re still only happening once every few hours.

The forest around us becomes less dense the further north we go, and more sun passes in between the leaves of the still-giant trees. That allows for more diverse plants to grow, such as flowers, and the landscape becomes more colorful. Though in exchange, more of them seem to be poisonous, as if they were building up defenses to avoid being eaten.

Monsters now move through the forest much more frequently than before, as if in anticipation of the Harvest, or like they’re being driven by some primal instinct, telling them that they need to search for a place to hide. Or maybe they’re just looking for one last snack. They more actively search for prey and attack, even the ones that would usually avoid groups of multiple beings like ours.

In one of those areas, we find Biscuit’s eleven deer.

Just like that, they stand there, majestic, drinking water from a small river nearby, almost as if they’re entirely unaware of us. The two deer are bigger than the biggest moose you would ever see on Earth, at least 50% bigger. Both of them are covered in white fur and have a set of antlers that stretch wide and have a gentle brown color.

[Dusk Deer - lvl ???]

[Dusk Deer - lvl ???]

Noticing us, they calmly lift their heads and look toward our group with soft, untroubled expressions. One of them raises its head and lets out a majestic sound that almost resembles music. Afterward, it leans in to rub its head against the other in a slow, affectionate gesture.

“Aww,” Maya says.

“Burn those fuckers immediately,” Izzy says, spitting the words out like poison.

That leaves everyone shocked, and before anyone can say anything else, both deer lift their heads toward the sky and bleat in sync. The sound at first seems normal, but it continues to stretch on for way too long. Their mouths start opening wider and wider. The corners of their mouths start to tear, splitting open as the skin gives away. The tears in the skin ooze blood that stains the beautiful white fur, the split continuing down the entirety of their necks. Those enormous mouths gape open to reveal uneven sets of jagged teeth.

Colors drain from the area. It’s not like my [Eclipse], it’s more like the space is becoming darker and darker, until the only color that remains is a dying mix of orange and yellow shining in their eyes and outlining their silhouettes.

The maniacal deer don’t seem to care about the rules of this place. Within their domain, they begin to use another skill, and sickly red flames explode from them, burning the forest and blazing up toward the sky. Both of them call out again and split up, one running left and another right in elegant deerlike movements that now feel entirely predatory. Everywhere their hooves touch, the ground begins to burn, and their mouths keep snapping open and closed.

Izzy’s flames surround us and block the fires they’re sending our way, while Tess’s projectiles stab through both deer. They begin to heal immediately, and they heal faster and faster as the temperature in the area rises.

I can sense multiple powerful signatures attracted by the fire, creatures that the deer don’t seem to care about. An earthquake hits the area, and this time, it feels like no coincidence that it happened here and now.

Biscuit, unable to hold himself back, pushes through the wall of flames and rushes the deer on the left. His body expands in size to match the monster, but where before his proportions always stayed corgi-like, they’re slightly different now. His body is more nimble and slimmer, his maw has grown longer, and his teeth sharper. Budding antlers crown his head, and eight large, human-like arms formed from mana extend from his back, not to aid in his movements, but to aid in his attack.

He unleashes a mental attack in the form of an immense amount of information directed at his target, causing the deer to stumble under the sudden overload. The corgi catches up and crashes against it. Both of them roll as purple mana arms move against the deer, holding it, punching it, and tearing out its teeth. Sickly red flames continue to burn there, but Biscuit’s shadow devours them easily, and his skin forms a purple barrier anywhere the deer tries to bite him.

The other deer tries to run over and help, but Lily gets in its way. She avoids a charge and grabs the horns, pulling the deer to the ground even as her hands burn to the bone from the heat, and the mouth bites at her. More projectiles from Tess pierce it through. Then Min-Jae uses his eyes and moves the gravitational waves. As he closes his fist, the side of the deer’s head explodes, revealing the brain and the part of it that the attack destroyed.

It starts burning in red flames and regrowing, but Min-Jae repeats the motion and erases it entirely. The body falls to the ground, but there it twitches in creepy movements before climbing back up. In a burst of red flames, the deer regrows its brain and head, restoring some of the wounds, though not the ones caused by [Disintegration].

(The two of them are connected. I don’t think either can die while the other is alive!) One of the twins says, sharing the information.

Not listening to it anymore, I move to a branch of the highest tree around. My [Empyrean Lance] shoots into the distance, through the trees, accurately hitting one of the signatures coming closer. No notification pings, but I hear an angry roar from the distance.

Using that as my signal, a barrage of mana javelins boosted by kinetic energy tears through the forest in front of me, bombarding the area.

[You have defeated Night Bugbear - lvl 392]

Blackie charges through the gap in the forest. He pushes through the mana-based bombardment to reach more monsters, causing explosions of kinetic energy behind him that are stronger than ever before.

The forest begins to shake more as group 4 prepares to kill the deer in sync with Biscuit. At the edge of my vision, I notice a flash of golden fur moving around, murdering every monster in its path.

[Great Hunting Dog - lvl ???]

[Great Hunting Dog - lvl ???]

[Great Hunting Dog - lvl ???]

…

Dozens of these monsters enter my view, and I teleport further to reach them. Each one is as tall as me, sickly, slim, and each has five eyes. Two on either side of their heads, and the one inside the mouth along the roof. Combining their mana into some sort of domain attack, they strike at me while I observe them for a while, avoiding the attacks by using my kinetic movement.

Some of them move through the ground as if it were made of water, others grow two more pairs of legs and speed up their movements.

Once I get bored, an explosion forms with me at the epicenter, throwing all of them away, and releasing enough mana to make their senses unreliable. Moving through the chaos, I easily locate each of them, and a matching number of mana javelins stab into each one, carrying more mana within, before exploding and causing even more damage.

A few are more resilient or heal faster, and a few more javelins follow to finish them off before I teleport back to the group. They’ve just finished off the deer, if the pyromaniac lunatics can even be called that.

Sophie moves from the ground, taking the swiftly growing number of monsters under her control and sending them to fight the even larger group that’s incoming. I, meanwhile, help Izzy handle the flames. Min-Jae has an interesting expression as he stares down at the ground, tracking where the earthquakes are coming from.

Meanwhile, Biscuit grows further in size, curling around himself and one of the deer, which he devours right there, hidden from our eyes. As that cloud of shadows shaped as a myriad of tentacles disappears, he looks at me. (Smoke deer,) He says, as he gestures at the other one.

“But you carry it,” I say.

He tippy-toes happily, growing more mana arms and grabbing the corpse and lifting it carefully onto his back.

An earthquake shakes the area again, stronger than before, and cracks begin to open, spreading miles long. A disgusting amount of mana and pressure radiates from these cracks as they spread wider and wider, causing entire colossal trees to fall. Even now, Min-Jae stares at the ground at his feet as we begin to move again, vacating the area. Blackie and Sophie rejoin us, and every once in a while, I notice a flash of golden fur close by.

“I think you were right,” Min-Jae says as he matches his speed to mine. “There is something down there. Big. Like planet big.”

As we continue to run, I begin to think. I have many ideas, but one of them just keeps coming back. The only question is, do I dare go through with it, and is it something that would be possible to survive?

My line of thought is very simple.

If there is something down there that keeps eating the bodies of Champions and Absolutes, it should also mean one thing. The best stuff is likely deep below. The body parts, whatever is down there, either couldn’t be digested or haven’t had time to do so because of how powerful they are.

And I wonder, on a scale of one to ten, how good an idea it is to go straight there.

 







 

POV Kindness and Greed

“I know that fucking expression. That lunatic wants to go straight into the belly of the fucking Mass,” the redheaded woman cries, letting out a groan and leaning back, smashing her head against the headrest of her chair.

Next to her, a beautiful blonde woman just smiles gently at that and continues to look at what seems to be a hologram of people running through the shaking, breaking forest. More tears open all over the place, and constant waves of monsters attack.

“Why the hell are you smiling? You know who else is in there. I swear, sometimes I wish to just grab him by his scruff and throw him in front of Pride right now just to see what would happen. Just look,” the redhead wildly gestures at the group of people. “When was the last time you saw a group like that? Hell difficulty doesn’t exactly tend to favor ordinary people, but this group… It’s been a long time since I’ve seen such a bunch of absolute lunatics. They move like locusts. The floor that’s meant to be cleared by a single person with just the right strategy turns into an adventure into the belly of the Mass.”

Kindness continues to smile as she says, “Locusts… yes. A fitting name for us, is it not?” Her eyes haze as she thinks. “We kill, we take, we search for more, and continue to evolve just so we can kill more and take more. The system itself awakens mana in us, not for wisdom or mercy, but to sharpen us for just that purpose. Locusts. Parasites on this universe that wants to reject us. How many have fallen beneath us, I wonder? Gods. Elves. The Fae, and countless others whose names are now dust. The system continues to spread from the Center of the universe, and we follow it, drifting from world to world in search of more. Because there will never be enough.”

“Quite brave of you, talking about greed in front of me,” Ruby grumbles.

Kindness bursts into laughter, as if only now realizing what she said. She moves and sits on the lap of the red-haired woman and presses her forehead against her. “Out of the many Rulers of Greed I’ve known in my uselessly long life, you are my second favorite. If only your Greed were aimed at killing me instead of him, you would’ve been my favorite.”

To that, Ruby stays quiet, her lips parting as if to retort, only for the words to die before they ever leave her mouth.

After smiling at her for a moment longer, Kindness moves back to her chair, where she continues to watch the end of the 9th floor for group 4.

            


Chapter 785 - Descent into Ruin


                When I explain my plan, my brilliant idea, to the rest of the group, I’m not surprised by their reaction. I’m scared. None of them seems to mind. Some even seem to think it’s a good idea and start beating themselves up for not thinking of it sooner. Where my idea was just that, an idea, they start coming up with a plan all their own. They set protocols to follow and countermeasures in case something gets fucked up.

Sophie, the twins, and Tess even enter Thought Acceleration Level 1 with Maya’s help. Tess and Sophie spend four days or so planning, while only half an hour passes for the rest of us outside.

Such dedication makes it seem even more real. I gradually give up on trying to protest and go along with their plans to head into the center of this planet. We still need to time it properly, as that’ll be a vital part of the strategy. We are about to pull what I’ve taken to calling the Nathaniel Special. It is the strategy where you use system-given timing to your advantage.

If you need to steal something from a dangerous place, you just estimate the amount of time you need to grab it and sync that with the moment the system teleports you away. Then you can just rush in without worrying about how you would otherwise escape. If whoever is responsible for the system hadn’t meant for us to abuse it that way, they wouldn’t have put it in.

I also set up a long-range teleportation array connected to our cache of items in an underground cave. I am worried that we might not get a chance to return or that the cave might be destroyed during an earthquake or the progressing Harvest.

Most of us agree that the Harvest is just the actions of whatever’s waiting inside the planet, or the planet itself, devouring everything it can on the surface. I begin to think that the bodies of powerful beings left there are likely being used to feed it, like someone’s raising an animal. I just don’t know what this planet’s being raised for.

Currently, we have been sitting in a cave for a few days as guests of the literal spawn of the devil. The golden ferret keeps bouncing about as if it doesn’t know what to do with so many people there. The cave is big enough to fit a small building and is suspiciously clean. There are no bloodied walls, no bones of prey, and no great mob of ferrets that would likely be enough to destroy the world.

It is just this single right hand of the devil ferret and assorted piles of interesting things. Often they tend to be pieces of shiny stones, wood, or plants. Plenty of them are of Arcane rarity, and I suspect there’s a place with better-hidden ones of an even higher grade. I notice a few items that were clearly stolen from us, yet another evil deed in a vast sea of those already committed.

While I use the long-range teleportation array to move all of our supplies from the original hidey-hole, I watch the ferret carefully. It often moves close to Biscuit and stares at the body of the white deer. I bet the ferret would be best friends with that pyromaniac lunatic.

Once we finish talking through the most important points and final preparations, I, still in my gecko t-shirt, look at the piles of items we’ve marked for teleportation but should be able to leave behind if needed. Surprisingly, the ferret does something similar. It wears a clumsily made vest assembled from pieces of leather. I suspect it made the vest itself, copying the one Biscuit has, and it stuffs it with stones and bits of metal. It also runs around, hiding some of its other treasures when it thinks we aren’t looking.

As we delve back outside, it follows us, and we follow Min-Jae, who uses his eyes to navigate toward the deepest crack we can find. Most of the forest around us is damaged, trees have been uprooted, and monsters are fighting everywhere, many of them having stronger signatures. There are rarely any demon tribes, making me think they’ve likely retreated to a somewhat safer place or went all out to have the best time of their life somewhere.

Then a thought comes to me. Did someone throw the demons into the Pit, or did they come here on their own, seeking out the most dangerous environment they could to allow them to grow in strength?

I shake that thought and place multiple long-lasting teleportation marks, some anchored to mana stones I place on the highest tree. Others in the group who can do something similar do the same, and then we jump into the widest tear we can find. We fall through the air before sliding against the wall and jumping down from stone platform to platform.

Vines as thick as my body stretch all through the place. Plenty of plants and even trees seem to exist down here, even as it begins to grow darker. Almost as if they don’t need much light, if any at all.

Once again, the pressure and mana radiation begin to rise. It feels as if it’s moving through the space in rivers, which I can faintly see with my Preeminence eyes. The further down we go, the more noticeable it becomes, rivers of mana radiation lighting up our surroundings. At first, it is visible only to me, but later, the others come to see it as well.

Beautiful pale blue, dark blue, purple, and green lights fill the area, revealing old structures and fauna even more gigantic than those on the surface. We pass through caves enormous enough to fit entire cities, and as more cracks open, we follow Min-Jae.

 







 

Hours pass, and another enormous structure appears, a building made of stone and metal, bigger than mountains, possibly older than a few of them. It’s grand and enormous to the point that we can’t even see most of it through the darkness. The river of mana radiation lights only a third of it. As we pass, it disappears behind us, taking its secrets and mysteries with it, possibly never to be seen again.

The monsters here are twisted and dangerous, as though there was a reason they haven’t been allowed out into the sunlight above. Some we run away from. Others we fight head-on in combat that sometimes runs into the tens of minutes as we move across terrain that continues to crumble around us.

One of these is a flying red eye with a spine growing from its back that hangs down beneath it. And from it, thousands of what look to be veins and nerves spread into the area. Every time any part of it touches anything, that object falls under its control and tries to attack me.

Split from the group, which is dealing with another threat, I finally push the eye against the wall with a constant barrage of kinetic energy. I hurry to rejoin them, sensing some of their signatures fading.

For a moment, my thermal cube lights the area, revealing dozens of pyramids in yet another cave as big as a city and as tall as a skyscraper. The golden thermal energy bounces wildly inside the thermal cube before it passes by, lighting a nearby pyramid and slamming into the eye. It passes through the hole my lance made and burrows deep inside, sizzling as it goes.

Like a flamethrower, the golden flames burst from the eye, pushing it further against the wall like a jet engine. The flames light the eyeball from the inside, the surface of the eye magnifying any light passing through, and the cave is lit to a greater extent, revealing the shadows of monsters at the edge who pull back as if they’ve never experienced light before.

[You have defeated Spinebound Overseer - lvl 421]
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My teleportation fails as a new river of mana radiation breaks through the wall, disrupting the mana in the area and the marks I’ve placed. Switching to kinetic energy, I land on the ground and move in a burst of Wraith Dance.

One of the presences reaches for me, and for a moment, I let my mana rise to fully reveal itself. In that flash, I see the enormous shadow pull back into the shadows and let me pass.

Rejoining the group, I find Lily unconscious, being carried over Tess’s shoulder, who is missing one of her eyes. Her blonde hair is tangled and streaked with blood, and with a single eye, she watches the battlefield coldly as her javelins fly toward the oncoming monsters. Her crown flickers, dying as its reserves run out.

I check everyone’s signatures and rush to Izzy and Maya, who are barely on their feet, facing a monster, a golem of raw flesh with green bones, whose sheer strength makes me wonder how they’ve managed to stay alive.

The golem sways and falls down, and its terrifying mana signature finally dies off. Its body riddled with dozens of holes that seem to have killed it. Something with golden fur crawls out of its mouth before running away in a burst of movement. With a shout, Izzy gives chase, and I gesture at Maya, who nods and runs to join the others, while I quickly move to follow Izzy.

I find her and the ferret in a small cave where she barely fits. The ferret is lying on the ground, its body torn all over and broken, breathing raggedly and grasping for breath. It looks as if it finally found a quiet place to die.

Izzy moves closer, even as the ferret tries to pull away, yet she still reaches her hand toward it. With an expression I cannot discern, the ferret looks at her before moving. It twists its head and takes a small, bloodied stone out of its vest. With one of its paws missing, it takes a clumsy step toward our empath and, in a desperate trade, shakily pushes that stone into her hand. It looks at her, almost scared of what reaction will follow.

Then Izzy accepts the stone and the trade.

I almost shout when the ferret jumps at her in a burst that takes the last of its energy, but Izzy gestures for me to hold back. Instead of burrowing through, the ferret lands on her chest gently, and she carefully puts her arms around it. Shaking, the ferret snuggles her. What before seemed so creepy now looks like a desperate search for warmth and affection. At first, it looks unsure of what to do, but as Izzy hugs it, the creature gives in and presses against her, and rubs its small head against her cheek.

After a while, the ferret stops shaking, and a few moments later, it doesn’t move anymore.

“Even Lily wouldn’t have been able to help,” Izzy sobs. “It saved me, and I could never read its emotions until now. I always knew Biscuit liked it, but I was always scared. Nat… it only ever wanted some warmth. It was so alone.”

“We have to go, Izzy,” I remind her gently as the place around us continues to shake.

She sniffs one more time. “I know.”

Gently, she places the ferret down. It looks so small and fragile now with all the wounds and its missing paw. Izzy doesn’t take any of the valuable stones or metals from the vest. She just keeps the one stone that was pressed into her hand and, for the last time, gently pets the golden fur.

We hurry back and rejoin the fight. Lily remains unconscious, and no one knows how badly she’s been hurt. The twins barely drag themselves along with almost no mana remaining, and we’re left with no other choice but to push deeper with only an hour left.

The floor beneath us collapses, and we plummet in a freefall that lasts for minutes. Even as we fall, I keep raising my mana to shield us from mana radiation, fending off the monsters attacking us.

Flashes of our mana and skills light up the rushing walls, emphasizing the speed of our descent.

Only when we are close to the bottom do I absorb our momentum, our group slumping against a ground that seems far too smooth.

There, lights turn on one after another, revealing an enormous chamber lined with pillars that stretch so high their tops disappear in the darkness. When the last light flashes on, it reveals what would seem to be a throne.

A figure sits there. A velnar man, tall and muscular like the rest of his kind, and even seated, he towers over all of us. His eyes are golden, and his long hair is pitch black.

He wears gray robes reminiscent of a Roman toga, his chest exposed, and stares at us with his chin resting on his fist.

[Lycan of Ruin - lvl ?????]
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Chapter 786 - The Lycan


                “It has been three thousand three hundred years since I last saw a human. It was my intent to stay here for a while without being interrupted. Yet, here you are, a group of humans finding their way into the depths of the Mass, during one of the Harvests, even.”

“We didn’t expect anyone to be here. We can leave as quickly as we came,” I say as I step in to speak on our behalf.

I think that out of everyone here, I have the most experience dealing with powerful people, and this entire adventure has been my idea. So if anyone has to die because we pissed this guy off, it should be me.

“Leave…” the velnar mutters and slightly shifts on the throne, “but that would likely only lead to your death. There’s no need to be scared of me. I have no desire to kill people as weak as you without a good reason. You can move to the corner and sit there quietly in fear, or have a conversation with me. I don’t mind either way.”

“We had hoped to find parts of some powerful monsters down here, the Mass, as you called it, may not have digested yet. And what even is the Mass?”

The velnar looks my way only while answering, “The Mass is, well, a rare species of monster that feeds on corpses, items, and fragments, growing stronger as it consumes them. If I am not mistaken, this one belongs to the Elf.” He waves a hand, and the raw momentum in that casual motion would be enough to turn my brain to slush if I tried to channel it. “The Elf is either trying to raise it to replace the Ruler of Gluttony, as he so often does, or to use it as a planetary scale weapon. Tell me, are you Kindness’s spies?”

I blink at the unexpected question. “We are not.”

“Huh, you don’t seem to be lying.” He scratches his chin. “I was sleeping until a few months ago, when I was awakened by her presence on the surface, brief as it was, much like the life of the demon she took over. Still, I am the last one who would blame others for the whims of the Rulers. Your question regarding the Mass should be answered by now, and you might also be curious about the demons on the surface. They come from nearby solar systems and began moving here after discovering this planet, drawn in by their hunger for danger. They’re cute little things, aren’t they?”

“I agree,” I nod. “Is there something you want to ask me? I don’t want to annoy you by asking too much.”

“I don’t,” he answers simply and stares at me.

The silence begins to stretch, awkward and uneasy, as he calmly rests his chin against his fist. Somewhere behind me, I sense Izzy moving to pick up Biscuit, who is beginning to realize his friend is dead. Though saddened and held in Izzy’s arms, I can sense through our connection that he is ready to fight if anything happens. It’s the same for everyone here, and it annoys me that I don’t know if it’s the right action now that we’re standing in front of this velnar.

Does he prefer honesty and straightforward conversation? Would he prefer for us to stay quiet and try to leave? Would he even let us leave? He said he’s been hiding here, after all. Would he get annoyed if we grovel and totally give up? Or would he get angry if we show even a little bit of willingness to fight?

These questions burn in my mind as the time slowly ticks down. Too slowly for my taste, and the velnar doesn’t even for a second take his eyes off me.

“I have changed my mind,” he says out of nowhere. “You bear the mark of your bond. And there’s also the faint scent of one of the Rulers, but it’s the last presence that makes my blood boil. Not even a Ruler, but an Absolute, your master. Tell me, human, who she is, and I shall reward you.”

My hearts are about to thump wildly as I imagine how the conversation might be about to unfold, and what could happen if I mention the tutorial and trigger the natives’ censorship, but I have no choice. None at all. I take my time answering, stretching the remaining time on this floor as long as possible before we get our portals out.

“It’s a mark that was placed on me by Lissandra Hawthorne… it’s very complicated.”

For the first time, interest flashes in his eyes, and a bit of his presence seeps into the area.

Before I even realize what is happening, I am on the ground, my head bouncing off the hard rock before I can regain control of my body or my senses. I brace myself with one hand, then retch. Food, water, and blood spill onto the floor, and I cough again as I force myself back to my feet.

I keep just one eye open, trying to stave off the overload of information. Watching the wavelengths of mana, I see that this entire room, the throne, and god knows what else all serve to suppress his power and hide his presence.

Politely, though with little genuine concern for our lives, the velnar says, “I apologize for the slight lapse in my control. As for your answer, I cannot understand how that is possible. The Absolute has long been dead, and I personally witnessed the battlefield she left behind after her duel with Pride. I would also have heard rumors had she returned or left behind some kind of replica. From what I know, she would never permit such a thing, and Pride is certainly not known for leaving his work unfinished.”

My eyes sweep back to the group. Most of them are still sprawled across the floor. Lily remains unconscious, while Sophie kneels over Izzy, who’s still spasming and groaning in pain. Nearby, Biscuit stands his ground, primordial energy rising as he growls at the velnar.

I look away from them again and toward the man on the throne. “I met her during my tutorial, where she left her mark on me.”

He furrows his brow. “Once again, you don’t seem to be lying. I, of course, know about the second floor that Greed has set up. Now that you mention it, the Ruler’s mark on you might be hers. It would make sense for her to show an interest in someone her master has marked. But there is something off. The tutori…”

His words cut off mid sentence, his expression going blank as every trace of movement leaves him. The silence that follows feels wrong, while beyond us, the world continues to shake and vibrate as Mass carries on with its Harvest.

One second passes, and the Lycan continues to talk as if he didn’t even notice the pause. “You answered my question, so tell me, what would you want?”

“Let us go,” I answer simply.

And he talks just as simply. “That’s something I cannot let you do. Though you are no threat to me, and will likely die outside, there is a small chance some of you would make it through the Harvest. Then, you would be leaving with information about my presence here. I went through much effort to set myself here in the ruins of one of the elves’ planets, which the Elf has converted into the Mass. All these restrictive arrays, and even the Mass itself, devouring some of my presence, it is not as simple to find a combination like that.”

“So much for not killing people.”

His mouth twists into a smile, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. “I will not kill you if you don’t give me a good reason. I just won’t allow you to leave.” As he talks, I begin to realize more strongly how differently someone at this level thinks in comparison to us. “With your levels, none of you will live long enough for it to trouble me. A few hundred years of your presence, I can endure. And if, at any point, you decide it’s too much, just tell me, and I will end your lives painlessly.”

Once again, silence settles between us, and I allow it to linger and stretch for a few minutes.

“I see,” I answer before asking to change the subject, “And what is that?” I ask, gesturing at the pile of items near the throne and the body that’s been lying just behind it this entire time. It is entirely covered in light blue scales, the shape of which slightly reminds me of a lizard.

The velnar does not even turn around as he answers me. “That is one of the Elf’s experiments, left to grow in one of the facilities. He was likely hoping that the Mass’s presence would hide it. And if I’m not mistaken, he was unsuccessfully trying to replicate a Wyvern. I killed it on the day I arrived. As for the items, some belong to me, while others are ones I found in the facilities during my early years here. You don’t need to ask. Feel free to satisfy your curiosity and examine the corpse or the items.”

“I would thank you, but…”

“There is no need for politeness,” he cuts me off and stays quiet, his eyes moving away from us.

Organizing through the [Connection], which he must know about but doesn’t seem to be listening to, Group 4 gets to their feet. At least those who can. Speaking through the [Connection], we exchange messages meant to trigger a System reaction and blank out the velnar if he were to overhear them. We talk about the tutorial and other things to test it, but the man doesn’t react in any way, confirming he either isn’t bothering or can’t listen.

Her eye even now continues to bleed through the cloth she’s kept on it, but Tess stays with Lily, and Sophie remains with Izzy. Meanwhile, the twins, Biscuit, and Min-Jae move toward the corpse, while Maya and I head toward the items.

Under the velnar’s watchful eyes, I wonder how we must look. Greedy for items even while Lily remains unconscious, and Izzy just weakly rests in Sophie´s arms with Noodle as well, because of their bond? Does he look down at us? Does he find us pathetic, thinking about what we could even be trying to do, since we’ll be spending the rest of our lives here?

Maybe he pities us. Maybe he just doesn’t care.

I know what we’re doing is logical, and that there’s nothing we can do for Lily right now, much less Izzy, or Noodle, yet I myself find it pathetic in a way, and it angers me.

Time passes, and Maya and I locate the most interesting items. Between them are many upper arcane items and a low pristine one, a small ring made of many-colored metals. The others make a plan regarding the corpse. Given its size and how powerful the body seems to be, they decide to take some loose, almost fallen scales and are going to attempt to stand close when the portal appears to try to pull through a leg or a part of it.

Meanwhile, my eyes keep drifting toward the last few items resting against the side of the throne, just an arm’s reach from the velnar. Our gazes meet, and a cold feeling coils inside me. That feeling isn’t just coming from him, it’s directed at me, the situation, and that is mostly because I very strongly realise how much worse this could be
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At the same moment, all the portals appear, each near every one of us, and the velnar, for the first time, straightens up on his throne. His golden eyes look around, and for a moment, he looks like a wild animal sensing something amiss.

He watches Tess as she takes a step and passes through the portal with Lily, a portal he cannot see, and his eyes widen in surprise before his face turns blank. When his reason returns, he looks away from that spot only for the same thing to happen as he sees Sophie and Izzy disappear, and he blanks out again.

When he regains his senses this time, a slight hint of anger he doesn’t understand remains. That anger grows further as Maya disappears with some items. The twins and Min-Jae pull one of the wyvern replica’s arms through their portal just as it closes, cutting the limb cleanly off.

The velnar, smelling blood, sniffs the air and closes his eyes in deep concentration. He doesn’t even glance toward where Biscuit stood before as he also passes through the portal.

The pressure around the Lycan begins to build, and pitch-black fur, the same color as his long hair, begins to sprout from his skin. His face elongates into the maw of a werewolf while the muscles on his body bulge even further. The entire cavern begins to shake, and the enormous pillars holding it up crack one after another, dozens of them at the same time, revealing crystal cores inside covered in inscriptions I can’t even begin to fathom.

“We are currently in the tutorial,” I say, just as that pressure threatens to kill me, and watch his expression.

It twists into shock, his golden eyes opening in a predatory look which then rapidly flares into a raw sort of anger that makes my chest tighten, so feral I can barely comprehend it. Then he blanks out.

My mana feels frozen and scared, unable to move at all in the presence of the velnar in front of me. Instead, I take a swift step, grab as many items as I can from the pile next to the throne, and jump back as quickly as my body allows. Just stepping that close to the man causes me to shake uncontrollably, and I barely contain the scream of terror.

As I step onto the tenth floor, I turn to watch the portal close and freeze in pure shock.

The portal is still there, being held open by two muscular arms entirely covered in fur. It’s not the result of any understanding of magic, the system, or what’s happening. The face of the Lycan I find myself looking at remains blank, almost unconscious.

No, what’s controlling that body now are pure wild instincts and the sheer power of his flesh. The sight of that wolf-like face, its pitch black fur, blank golden eyes, and gaping maw, sears itself deep into my memory.

Then the portal snaps shut, severing one hand and four fingers from the other in a single, unstoppable motion.

            


Chapter 787 - The Nest


                First, I ignore everything else. The fingers on the ground, the hand, the items, and the notifications. Instead, I expand my senses as far as I can, searching for any danger even though I know the floors tend to be the safest at the beginning. I repeat the scans several times, cycling through each sense, until I am satisfied.

Once done, my eyes are pulled to the hand and the four fingers. Even severed, they radiate a pressure that continues to ramp up as any restrictions that suppressed and hid the velnar’s power cease to exist. The blood from the severed hand melts through the ground. It’s already caused the grass to grow much taller around it, and at a speed visible to the naked eye, the tree nearby has also begun to change and grow.

The mana radiation from the hands is at the point I won’t be able to suppress it anymore, and I know we’re going to need to move away soon. I don’t even think we have anything that could hide it, and I’m sure if there is any Champion in the area, they will be able to sense it soon. Possibly even the Absolute from much further away.

I look around one more time. The place looks like the countryside, and as far as my searches go, I can detect no humans, monsters, or animals. It’s dead empty here, just a small valley nestled between a range of unassuming mountains, and the range stretches far beyond our line of sight.

“We have to move,” I tell Tess as I move toward her. “Can you? And how is Lily?”

At this point, her left eye is covered by what seems to be an improvised eyepatch, which is held by a few threads coiled around her head.

“It’ll be fine. I just messed up with my [Declaration], so it might be… a bit more difficult to heal. None of us has any healing worth mentioning, so I don’t know how Lily is.” In a gesture she does when she is frustrated, she moves her hair off her face. “Multiple powerful monsters attacked her at once, and I think the one that caused it used a toxin and sacrificed itself to make it stronger. I don’t think it’ll kill her, but I also have no idea how long it’ll be before she can deal with it. Sophie said it isn’t anything mental and that her mind is okay. How about the hand?”

Tess gestures toward the sizable hand covered in black fur. Right now, it is barely visible through the vibrant grass, flowers, and trees that have begun to grow around it.

I shake my head. “There is no chance we’re taking it with us. In a minute, it’ll get to a point where it’ll kill anyone below level 100 who just happens to get too close, and in a few hours, it may even begin to affect people around our level, and create a danger zone similar to the ones we saw on the previous floor. We need to be gone long before a Champion notices it. If we were still holding it when that happened, it would be valuable enough for them to kill all of us without a moment of hesitation.”

“Got it,” Tess says simply. “I’ll carry Lily and tell the others. Please check on Biscuit.” She is already walking as she says the last words, putting her hand on my shoulder for a moment to emphasize them.

I watch her leave toward the group, and just a few seconds later, they start gathering all our stuff. Izzy is still hurt and having spasms. Tess is missing an eye, wearing an eyepatch. Lily is unconscious. Biscuit is mourning the ferret, even to the point of ignoring the deer he still carried through all of that.

Now I look at that deer’s body. It looks majestic, white-furred with grand antlers. Those creepy mouths can’t be seen from this angle. A monster created for the tutorial only to be killed and carried to another floor.

The face of the Lycan also flashes behind my eyes. That short moment of anger as he realized that all his thoughts and everything he thought were the memories of his life were fake. Only to be replaced by a blank expression as the System proceeded to reset it to fit within the constraints of the tutorial. Because this is what all this is. Even if it’s Hell difficulty, we’re still in a tutorial. There are rules we can abuse, things to learn, ways to cheat, and chances to survive where we would’ve died for sure on the outside.

There is no uncertainty in my mind about that, but if we had found the Lycan outside of the tutorial, we would’ve spent the rest of our lives trapped there. A hundred, three hundred, five hundred years, I have no idea how long we could live at our current levels and with our particular abilities, but that’s it.

To someone like that velnar man, who spent over three millennia there, it would be nothing. Not even a bother. For us, though, it would be an entire lifetime, years in which we would grow old and die. All of it, just like that, because of a single wrong decision.

Just how scary something like that is. I wonder what pre tutorial me would’ve thought of that, how terrified he would’ve been.

I pass by the pile of items I took, among which I’m sure there’s at least one ranked at low pristine. Right now, they feel like they’re little more than trash in my way, entirely unimportant as I come to a stop in front of Biscuit and sit down before him. Even now, I’m continuing to suppress the quickly growing pressure from the Lycan’s hand and fingers.

Gently, I reach out my hand and put it on the side of Biscuit’s face. “I’m sorry about what happened to your friend.”

Biscuit stays quiet and, unlike before, when there was a threat to deal with, he allows his emotions to affect him more. I can sense it through the bond we share. I also feel regret for not trusting him more about the ferret and letting my image of it influence me to such a degree.

I’m not someone who trusts easily, and I know how naive Biscuit can be. Unlike me, even after all that happened to him, he tries to see the best in anyone he meets. Where I almost always see a threat in someone who’s equally strong or stronger than me, Biscuit doesn’t care at all. For him, it’s just another possible friend.

Maybe it could have ended differently if I’d allowed his feelings about the ferret to influence me more and if I had trusted him further.

(Friend,) He says quietly.

“Yes,” I answer, carefully caressing him as he presses his face against the palm of my hand.

(Dead.)

“Izzy’s still alive thanks to your friend.”

He lowers his head further and stays quiet. I allow him some privacy as I weaken our bond for a while before I whisper very gently, “We have to go. I’m sorry.”

Biscuit looks up at me and then nods. With his head, he pushes my hand away and turns to head toward the rest of the group. The deer’s body stays behind, now entirely ignored by the corgi.

I rejoin the others as well, and we begin to rush away. The entire time, Sophie and I do our utmost to erase any signs of our presence, but we’re not naive enough to think someone much more powerful than us wouldn’t notice or be able to locate us. After a short talk, we leave some new tracks to make it seem like we might have passed by, noticed the severed hand of an Absolute, and fled.

We can only hope no one will notice before the end of the floor. After all, if you were an Absolute, leader of your planet and the most powerful person around, what would you do if you found the hand of someone of your level simply left lying on the ground?

As we move, I also shield the items we’re carrying, the pieces from the Elf’s experiment, along with all the other loot.

In the meantime, a small part of my mind reviews our notifications.

 



Congratulations! You have cleared the 9th floor of the Hell difficulty tutorial.

Welcome to the 10th floor: Wyvern Nest.

You have acquired:

Trait strengthening token (up to 2nd stage)

Two active skills combination token

 



The rewards are as expected, given how little time I spent on the floor, they likely could have been much worse. I close that window and open another one.

 



Floor Quest:

With people unaware of its true nature, the first Wyvern egg to appear in 100,000 years has been found on this planet and is currently located in the city of Hadon. It is set to be gifted to a local Champion in two months as the egg of a rare monster.

While no one knows of its true identity as a Wyvern egg, locate it, steal it, and keep it in your possession for three days.

Rewards:

???

Three active skills combination token

 



Even now I can tell what a mess this floor will be. I need to stay with the others at least until I’m sure they’ll be somewhat safe, and only then can I return to Beyond to head to the 5th floor and face the Champion. After that, I might have time to go on that Beyond quest to get the Everwood. All that should probably take a week or two, and then I’ll probably return to the 10th floor to help with the quest, which at this point doesn’t seem as forgiving as the 9th floor quest.

As annoying as some parts of it are, I can’t bring myself to feel much anger. It all could’ve been much worse.

 







 

After two days, we’ve made it hundreds of miles away from where we started. And we’ve seen a bit more of the 10th floor as we passed through a few cities and villages to gather more information, I can say that this floor reminds me of the 2nd floor more than anything when it comes to the average levels of its people, technology, and all that stuff. The main difference is that the natives here are feylith.

They’re a race with small wings, and eyes and hair that change color according to their emotions. They also often have a talent for mental magic, even if not quite to the same level of a true mind mage like Sophie. If you averaged it all out, they would likely have the most mind mages of any other race.

Thankfully, they aren’t the only race here, so we don’t stick out. We’ve met a lot of humans and selari as well, which makes me wonder if the System hasn’t been making adjustments, and if a thylarin on the same floor would find themselves meeting other thylarin and selari in addition to feylith. It’s a useless question at the moment though, yet I still have to wonder.

Now, according to the information we’ve been given, we find ourselves standing at the top of a mountain. In the green valley below, lies the city of Hadon, nestled right up against the shores of an enormous lake. The city itself holds a million people and features a grand sort of architecture. There are towers on par with skyscrapers, and trees that match them in size. There is a reversed pyramid that doesn’t seem like it should be able to stand. Ships constantly move across the surface of the lake, some of them easily large enough to hold thousands of people, and every once in a while, a ship lifts up and begins to fly into the distance.

There are no walls around Hadon, just hints of an enormous defensive array surrounding the entire city, so intricate and laced with so many rules that it makes my head spin when I look at it too much. It remains mostly dormant now, using a myriad of sensors to gather information and adjust according to the rules stored in various nodes all over the place.

Tess, after moving closer to stand by my side, looks at all of it with a look of intense concentration on her face. I can almost hear her mind spinning as she thinks.

Even now, she still wears the eyepatch over her left eye. Other than that, Izzy seems better now and shows no more signs of further tremors or spasms. Only Lily, though breathing calmly and seeming healthy otherwise, remains unconscious.

            


Chapter 788 - Contraband


                We are let into the city without trouble. There aren’t even any guards. We each get a mark placed on us by the array. It reminds me of the Local King from Beyond, who did something similar in his tower, and it brings Spark, Marble, and Veil to mind. It also makes me recall the number of times they said they’d witnessed attendees tripping over their own feet while trying to look mysterious or intimidating in the past 500 years.

Even now, the answer continues to surprise me.

As Tess carries Lily, I do my regular check on the unconscious healer and pinch her nose. But there’s no reaction, even after all this time.

Once we’ve made our way further into the city, Tess wordlessly hands me Lily and then gestures for Izzy to follow, at which point they split from the group and begin talking to people. With an Empath and a link through which Tess can communicate with her, combined with her extroverted nature, these kinds of conversations prove easy for them.

This time, Izzy seems to have no restrictions holding her back and makes no effort not to read the emotions of others. She uses her ability, and soon we find ourselves quickly being sent to the branch of the Information Guild that exists there. Tess and Izzy head inside together, while Tess takes some of the less valuable items and materials we have for trade.

Just a minute later, they appear outside. “They don’t accept items, so I’ll have to go and sell some for some of this planet’s currency,” Tess explains simply. She heads into another building before returning, handing us some money to buy ourselves food and drinks from a shop nearby. and then heading to the Information Guild.

The currency here is mana stones processed into coins with a hole going through the middle. Through which, people tend to run threads of textiles, mana, or valuable metals to let them hang from their waist, which I take to be some local way of showing off.

A bit of me wonders if the feylith are at risk of noticing that Izzy’s an Empath, but then I push that thought away. Tess surely considered that and made sure Izzy understood the risk. Another thing is that I’ve only met two Empaths at this point: Izzy and Adrian. Even mind mages are more common than that, so Sophie probably has a higher chance of being caught than her sister.

 







 

We wait for an hour. As Tess returns, she first makes her way into a building nearby where she once again sells off some of our items, and then we follow her through the peaceful, albeit very busy, city. Feylith, humans, and selari move throughout the place, some in even worse states than we are, so we don’t attract much attention. Everyone seems to care only for themselves at this point, so I take a moment to allow myself to take this place in.

With how different it is from any Earth city, I’m enjoying it and wondering how long it’ll be before things like this become a common sight. After all, I spent 21 years on Earth, and I don’t think any normal city there would excite me nearly this much anymore. Will the same happen in the System in the next 10 years, or is there just so much to see that it might take hundreds? Only time will tell.

After moving deeper into the city and exploring what seems to be the richer districts, Tess rents us an entire floor near the top of one of the towers, offering us a stunning view of the circular park that surrounds it while also granting us a 360-degree view of most of the city and the lake, with the flying ships passing through.

No one talks much as everyone settles in and takes the opportunity to take a shower and change clothes. It takes longer than usual, as if everyone’s struggling to wash off the feelings of the last few days on the ninth floor.

Once clean, we settle in the common room, which opens onto a terrace overlooking a few enormous trees, more towers, and the distant lake. Food is already waiting, probably ordered by Tess again, and we begin to eat.

We’re only halfway done with the food when Tess begins to talk. “There’s only one healer in the city who could look at Lily. He’s likely to be extremely expensive, but I don’t think any of us cares about that.”

She looks around and finds that it’s just as she said. In a way, it warms my cold, arrogant hearts seeing that. I know they would do the same for me, and at the same time, I realize I would do so for them as well.

“But,” Tess says, “there’s also the chance she’ll manage to handle it on her own and grow stronger for it. There is also a risk that the healer will recognize her as another powerful healer, which could lead to some serious complications, along with many other factors we’ll have to take into consideration.”

“Izzy and Sophie said she looks to be fine, so we could maybe wait a few days?” Aaron says, looking at Lily lying on one of the couches. “I mean, she’s probably harder to kill than all of us combined.”

“Before I go to Beyond, I will leave my left arm with her. Maybe it’ll be something she can use if truly needed,” I say.

“How romantic,” Maya laughs from the side, then leans back in her seat and looks at the ceiling. “Once Lily awakens, she will get angry at herself for being, according to her, too fucking weak, and go on a new training spree.”

“That does sound like her,” Tess agrees. “As for the rest… I haven’t asked for any information about the egg. This is where we’ll need to be very, very careful. Any true, pure wyvern is easily a powerful Absolute grade monster once mature. I can see any Champion trying to get that egg in an effort to bond with the wyvern, or in an effort to use it for their experiments. There are many people jealous of the white lightning some vyssari possess from their bloodline.”

“Now I want to do it as well,” Dennis says. “But knowing how these quests work, there are probably protections in place, or some event from the real world that the tenth floor is based on, which would prevent us from keeping it.”

(Food?)

“A wyvern is not foo…” I begin, then stop. Like everyone else, I turn to look at Biscuit, who starts to wiggle his short tail and, by extension, his entire butt under the sudden weight of our attention. “Or is it…”

“He ate that weakened Champion deer, right? You guys must remember it too,” Dennis begins to talk excitedly. “That’s how he got those tiny antlers of his and ended up in a food coma. Do you think he might get a cute set of tiny wings or lightning from a wyvern egg? We could time it so he eats it just as we complete the quest!”

“He can’t just eat a baby that hasn’t even been born, even if it’s only the tutorial!” Izzy begins to protest.

“What if it is an evil baby wyvern?” Dennis asks her.

(Food!)

“You stay quiet and don’t translate!” Izzy shouts, pointing a finger at me. She then takes a deep breath and closes her eyes. When she opens them, her voice softens, “I know it’s all fake and that this is just the tutorial. But there are some things I just don’t want us to do. I don’t want us to get used to them.”

“It’s okay, Izzy. We’ll make that decision later, okay?” Tess says gently, and when Izzy nods, the blonde continues, “Thankfully, there haven’t been any rumors so far about the hand of the Lycan Absolute we left behind. I’ve also learned that the Absolute is not currently present on the planet. This is being handled by her disciple instead, a Champion who is far from this city. Hadon doesn’t have a Champion here or nearby either. The city itself is very wealthy and famous for its auction house, the inverted pyramid we saw, and for the flying ships built here. And when I say rich, I mean rich. Some of the ships they build are capable of space travel between the planets of this solar system and their moons, while others serve as warships rumored to endure Champion grade strikes for several minutes.”

When she looks around and sees no one is speaking, she smiles playfully. “What would you lazy asses do without me? I’ve rented this place for the next two months. I think I overpaid, but it was one of the few places that had a shielded lab available where we could hide the signatures of the items we got and that fake wyvern’s arm. Tomorrow I’ll visit another Information Guild for more information. We’re rich enough for it. Another interesting fact: this planet has one Absolute and eleven Champions in total. The entire world is under the lead of that one Absolute, who’s a Lust subclass, and the eleven Champions serve her directly.”

In the silence that follows, Aaron laughs awkwardly. “I know it’s lame to say, and maybe a bit dark because of the state Lily is in, but damn… it seems like we may have found her some competition.”

Some of the group chuckle, others sigh, but I notice the gentle smile Izzy gives Aaron.

“This is a good start, and all the problems we have are things we can solve,” Tess stands up energetically. “So, for now, Nat, don’t worry. Go to Beyond and just try not to get yourself killed on the 5th floor. Sophie, you as well, or Frontier will kick you out. Meanwhile, I’ll stay here for the next week or two. Oh, and Maya? How would you like to go shopping with me? I want to find a nicer eyepatch than whatever I have now.”

Watching her, I realize how easy it was to forget she even had that wound. I could ask what she did with her [Declaration], but since she didn’t tell me on her own, I think she just didn’t want to. I might learn it later, though maybe not.

I could probably stay here a bit longer, but I feel a need to move and do something useful. Like throwing myself against a Champion. It’s just the normal thing to do.

I am normal after all.

Before leaving, as promised, I stop beside Lily. I move the Fragment of the Nameless Tree from the back of my left hand to my right, then cut off my left arm and leave it beside her.

I let my passive skills combust and begin restoring the limb. It’ll take some time, but it’s not like I need it all that much. I’ve long since grown used to quickly rerouting my Mana Cycling to deal with missing body parts.

I look at our healer and wonder for a moment. She is so powerful, yet a thing like this happened out of nowhere. I didn’t even see it. There was no build-up, no final boss that caused it, just a bunch of random, powerful monsters.

Before finally departing, I reach out, move a strand of hair off her face, and flick her nose. Then I move to the laboratory, which is, as Tess said, shielded and filled with equipment. It’s clean, with sharp, modern surfaces and shiny metal. In one of the corners lies a light-blue scaly part of an arm, or a paw, whatever you’d call it.

It isn’t even that big, maybe twice the size of a polar bear’s paw, but even as a failed attempt at a fake wyvern, I’m sure there’s power in it.

With a few more steps, I reach the table where the two pristine items we acquired are lying.

 



Ring of Preserved Stasis (Low Pristine) - A ring made of multiple interlaced colorful metals, with each section flowing into the next with precise symmetry. This ring can lock in any accumulated charge, energy, and stored effect in its current state. Charged energy does not decay, disperse, or destabilize over time. The wearer may hold fully charged techniques indefinitely until release.

 



Prism of Dimensional Friction (Low Pristine) -A cube that creates a field against interplanar jumps, teleportation, or phase-shifting abilities. Objects or beings attempting to cross space or planes using these abilities are detected and their abilities disrupted. The effect becomes stronger and the scale of the field larger, the more mana is used to empower the Prism.

 



I’m confident it shouldn’t be this easy to get Low Pristine items. It’s possible that they represent the limit of what you can get in the tutorial. If my information is correct, newbie Champions begin with Low Pristine gear. Ten million shards, that’s how much they cost at their cheapest in the System shop, and I haven’t seen an item with a higher rating yet.

And yet here they are, two of them. Honestly, I just really don’t want to deal with them right now. Neither would be useful to me for the upcoming fight, so out of spite for how much trouble they’ve brought, I flick them off the table. They fall to the floor and roll into the corner.

 







 

I say my goodbyes to everyone and ask Biscuit to stay with the others for now. It’s partly so he can help them, and partly so they can distract him from what happened to the ferret. I give a last look at Blackie, who is just creepily standing in the corner, and make my way out of the tower using the elevator.

Without stopping, I head straight out of the city. After a few miles, I lift into the air, deploying Sneaky Mode and controlling my kinetic energy as tightly as I can. I shoot like a rocket toward where we came from, continuously increasing my speed and sending a sonic boom echoing through the area. A bit of my mana moves ahead, creating a transparent cone in front of me as I push myself even faster.

The country just flickers along below me. Only when I fly higher does that change even slightly, the countryside appearing to move more slowly. The flight likely takes longer than it could have as I fly over lakes, zigzag between trees at incredible speed, and move through and over clouds.

I don’t think I’ll ever get enough of flying like that, and I continuously channel kinetic energy to maintain it.

Only once I reach the place where we appeared do I shoot toward the ground, absorbing all my momentum and absorbing the shockwave. I come to such a sudden stop that I’m sure it would’ve been capable of evaporating someone with even higher stats than mine.

A few things are missing.

The severed fingers from the Lycan’s left hand are gone. All four of them.

The Dusk Deer’s body has vanished as well.

Lastly, the severed right hand is now surrounded by a forest stretching a mile wide, with a tree at its center already rising to the height of a skyscraper. The mana radiation seeping into the area is overwhelming, to the point that I can only consider it a small miracle no one’s noticed.

Putting up my maximal effort from the start, I radiate my own mana to defend myself and fly toward where I sense the hand. Multiple trees get in my way as I reach that section, and I throw mana projectiles against them, only to be surprised. Some of the trees endure the attacks, while others begin to restore themselves incredibly quickly after being hit.

More of my mana seeps out of me and gathers over the palm of my hand. I begin to channel [Empyrean Lance], only to cancel it mid-cast to take over that mana and use it to fuel more powerful explosions. I throw these against the tree in the center and the many others surrounding it.

It requires half a dozen attacks powerful enough to hurt a monster between level 350 and 400, but I eventually carve my way to the hand.

There, even more of my effort goes into simply existing within reach of the hand. The air feels heavy, saturated with a mana radiation so dense my skin itches with the sensation of a thousand needles piercing it.

I manifest an arm out of mana, pouring every drop of focus into keeping it stable, but the moment the arm touches the severed limb, it begins to erode. I have to pump a constant stream of mana into the limb just to keep it from dissolving into nothingness.

As I finally grab it, the backlash is instant. A surge of raw power rushes through the mana arm, slamming into my own body. It feels like molten metal being poured into my veins. My vision blurs, and blood begins to leak from my ears, but I don’t let go.

Clutching the “contraband,” I use my Beyond Stay Token, and the building pressure disappears immediately with a sense of relief that makes me drop to the ground with deep, shaky breaths.

When I look up, I fully expect Ruby to be here with me. Instead, the one I find facing me is a huge ant with a black carapace that seems to absorb the light.

The Ruler of Diligence.

Destroyer of the Ancient Armory.

            


Chapter 789 - The new guild master of the Primordial Knights


                “I know it’s you spreading those false rumors about me throughout Beyond.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about. I want a 5 active skills combination token in exchange for the hand.”

“No.”

“Where is Ruby? I want to negotiate with her.”

“The Ruler of Greed won’t be present, and neither will the Ruler of Kindness. You’re lucky the Ruler of Wrath didn’t show up instead. I offer an upper arcane passive and 5 million shards.”

“What a joke. Mid pristine.”

“No way in hell.”

“Low pristine passive and 5 million shards.”

“No. Did you just use your trait strengthening token to strengthen your eyes to the second stage as we speak?”

“They might be useful soon, so there’s no need to waste time. I can endure this much pain for the sake of our negotiations.”

“You look like you’re about to pass out and die. And I bet the pain is worse than you expected. That hand you were so lucky to get was about to kill you and a great many people in Beyond. You only survived because I stepped in, something you expected your Handler to do. The hand isn’t as valuable as the Fragment from last time. Do not expect a similar value.”

“Bullshit. To all of that.”

“How rude. I offer a 3rd stage trait strengthening token. Plus a million and a half shards for each member of your group other than yourself. Any further offers will not include your people.”

“You sneaky little… I want one finger to be cut off the hand and stored by the Ruler of Greed until my group reaches the 13th floor. It gets handed back to me then. Only then do I accept.”

The Black Ant hesitates for a moment before saying, “One knuckle from a finger. Then it will be acceptable.”

“Deal.”

There isn’t even a goodbye. I vanish from the space and reappear in my room at the headquarters of the Primordial Knights.

 







 

POV Talon

It isn’t often you get to witness the crowning of a new guild master for the most powerful guild in Beyond by a wide margin. And I know the guy. If that doesn’t help my prospects, I don’t know what will. Well, maybe my charm or my handsome face. And my fancy primordial energy, of course. Stellar Wind still has a nice ring to it. But being in the position I’m in now, I always knew all my suffering with these lunatics would be rewarded.

The Null King Weslin and holy-fuck-it’s-Morwag-RUN are both already here, as are all the demons with access to the 4th floor and Megacity. I even heard some were coming up from the 5th floor just to witness it.

Nyssa Volare is widely considered to be one of the most powerful attendees to enter Beyond in the past 1,000 years. After all, she killed a goddamn Champion. Alone. I don’t think there can be any more guessing about who is more powerful between her and Lyraen. So, many people are curious about her successor.

The ceremony begins simply.

Drums sound from all directions in deep vibrations loud enough to feel through the entirety of one’s body. The air shakes, windows rattle, and the drums continue. Beat after beat, slow at first but growing quicker and louder with each repetition. Many of the demons are beginning to shout in sync with the drums, and their hearts sync to the same rhythm. Slow at first, but becoming faster as time goes on.

The entire purpose is to rile up everyone here. To make the hearts of these lunatics beat faster and awaken that deep-rooted aggression that lies in the heart of every single one of them.

The drumming is nearing its peak when the hundreds of demons present move to the sides and clear a straight corridor between them. That corridor isn’t very wide, just a half step or a generous arm’s reach from the demon or person on the opposite side.

Once again, the drumming grows louder, and I can’t tell what I’m hearing now, their hearts or the drums. That’s when the doors open and Nyssa’s successor enters and begins to walk through the corridor.

As he does so, all the demons are so close that his shoulders occasionally brush against them, as others reach out to touch him. Every demon standing there is watching with their red eyes wide open and hearts beating wildly. I can’t help but feel some of that mood, and looking around, all the other nondemon members are the same.

Nathaniel doesn’t seem bothered at all. The currently empty sleeve where his left arm should be hangs limp along his body as he pushes through the corridor. He ignores the demons pressing in so claustrophobically close and the corridor closing behind him. His steps aren’t hurried, but neither are they slow, and unlike the demons, I can’t sense his heartbeat, much less any primordial energy radiating from him.

Then he reaches the five steps leading up to the podium and stops in front of them. From behind him, demons push close, and the drums are deafening now.

He takes the first step, and a wave of kinetic energy throws the demons behind him away.

The drums beat, and he takes the second step up, and the air around him shakes. All the beautiful stained glass windows in the buildings around us explode. The colorful shards of glass begin to rain down, only to be halted mid-air, and light shines down from the fake sky to the floor. It sends colorful reflections scattering all over the place as colorful rays of light pass through the glass to shine on the ground below.

Nathaniel takes the third step, and my teeth rattle. Both of his hearts begin to beat in sync with the drums and the other demons. More than anything, it feels like he’s teasing them.

He passes the fourth and fifth steps within the beat of a heart and, standing at the top of the podium, he turns.

Everything else falls into shadow, leaving only the gleam of his eyes. A raw, unearthly gold flares with the intensity of a dying star, fighting to pierce the veil of his pupils, but with his chilling, iron willed composure, he suffocates it, bending it entirely to his will.

All the drums stop at once, leaving the space filled with the beating of hundreds of hearts as he waits there for anyone to challenge him. Someone to contest his role as the strongest in the guild and, by extension, the new guild master.

A few demons take a step onto the first stair, and then the amount of primordial energy Nathaniel’s been generating increases at a terrifying speed no one here can hope to match. They get suppressed as thermal and kinetic energy seep out from him. A circle of golden flames forms behind him, its edges shaking as his kinetic energy seeps into the area with it.

All the demons that took that first step stagger back, but Nathaniel doesn’t stop here. The amount continues to increase, ramping up until his heartbeat drowns out everyone else’s.

Even now, his expression hasn’t changed, he keeps that same emotionless visage that, in combination with his eyes, makes him seem so exceedingly arrogant. And he’s challenging everyone here to face that arrogance, for them to prove it misplaced and brittle.

But no one can. Demons stare at him, they sense his challenge and face his will, but no one takes a step.

As quickly as they came, the primordial energies around him begin to disappear, pulled back into his body with ease, in such great amounts that it makes me shudder. Then, in their place, his mana begins to rise. Wild like a torrential sea, in unstoppable currents that circle him, moving around and reaching towards the sky and crashing all around him like waves breaking against the rocks.

Not for a moment does it seem like he’s lacking in control as the amount continues to ramp up. It grows denser and becomes visible to the naked eye. It feels like I could touch it if I only stretched out my hand. Like I could smell it.

Nathaniel takes a step and faces both Morwag and Weslin in a clear gesture of challenge, but neither of them accepts it today. They lower their heads slightly in an acknowledgment of the power of the man widely known as the Mana Tyrant.

Hundreds of demons follow in the same bow as his eyes sweep over them.

Then, from behind Nathaniel, the vice guild master steps out with unhurried steps, stopping beside him and placing a mantle around his shoulders, made of a deep red fabric with fur at the top framing his shoulders, brown at the top and white below. A ceremonial item belonging to the demons and one of only a very few mid pristine items in Beyond.

Nathaniel reaches out his hand, and the tree that’s been growing from one of the gardens, the one surrounded by restrictive arrays, begins to shake and shrink. It breaks down into a small piece of crystal that flies over to him and merges with the one on the back of his hand.

Standing with the mantle resting on his shoulders, he then waits for exactly ten heartbeats for anyone to challenge him.

No one does.

The new guild master of the Primordial Knights has been officially accepted.

 







 

POV Nathaniel

I’ve been to the 5th floor of Beyond likely more than any other attendee ever. That sentence itself sounds cool. There’s no need to go into the reasons, though, using it to lower my constitution that way might sound badass as well.

As I stand here again, it all begins to feel more real. Our plan is to fight an actual Champion while none of us are anywhere close to level 450, meanwhile, the Champion is a four question mark monstrosity, likely between level 450 and 599. Actually standing here feels different than just talking about it. Before, it was just a “what if,” a sort of game we played to kill time.

That reality is further emphasized now by the two places in the explorer rankings taken up by Christoph and now Nyssa. What a monster that demoness has turned out to be.

All of this goes through my mind as the wind pushes against me and I look over the plains of the 5th floor. I don’t think I’ve ever seen this floor as anything other than a constantly cloudy wasteland, with those clouds hanging high in the fake sky. Like any other floor in Beyond, this one is also just a cave, enormous in scale, but a cave nonetheless, with the sun replaced by shining crystals on the ceiling.

Here, no one knows what generates the light, as rumor says that even S-ranks die should they fly into those clouds.

Vegetation is sparse, so it is mostly rock, often interwoven with various metals. I think someone said that out of all the Beyond floors, the metals here are among the most valuable and highest grades. If you didn’t need to sacrifice 15 stat points or face such dangers, you could earn a lot of shards just by mining.

Actually, there is a single tree, the Fragment of the Nameless Tree, that I planted two days ago when we arrived. I’ve been feeding it to make it grow faster. The array I’ve been working on is connected to it, as is the natural connection that allows me to use it as a node.

And completing the image is a broad array of crystalline structures. Sometimes they’re small, only reaching up to your knees, other times they’re the size of buildings, almost coming together to form a strange sort of forest. Be it blue, white, or green, there are many of them. None are valuable as material, but they add bits of color to this bleak floor. Though sometimes, as winds pass over these forests, it does create an unsettling sound.

Inside one of the tents we’ve set up, I listen to Weslin go over the plan while Morwag just sits lazily nearby. Beside him is the low pristine armor he’ll be using, as well as his Obsidian Spine Chain. Other than that, there are 14 hand-picked A ranks, mostly demons, but there is one lynthari, two velnar, and two humans among them.

Weslin continues to repeat things most of us already know, but this time, I don’t mind. Just having certain information and a firmly set plan feels freeing.

“From the information we have, the thylarin Champion’s passive detection range is 50 miles for primordial energies and 100 miles for mana. When he actively focuses on detection, that range multiplies by at least five, so not the greatest, but it’s not bad either. His movement is fast, but that speed is reliant on mana-based body strengthening and a skill reminiscent of [Shadow Step] that allows him to move across an as yet unknown maximal distance, however, movement over 10 miles with a single leap has been confirmed. Active skills are all expected to be within the level 80 to 87 range. Only three skills are confirmed to have been recorded in the clashes from previous attempts: [Entity Tracking], [Mana Blast], and [Friction]. Suspected passives are…”

I filter out the rest of the words and, taking a few steps, I exit the tent. Looking into the distance, I detect a presence that’s recently let itself be known to me. Using Wraith Dance a few times, I reach a place where a purple crystal pierces the ground at a 45-degree angle, resting against a boulder.

Near that boulder, a lumoran man stands. He has black skin, but those crystalline features that most of their race usually have are almost nowhere to be seen. Only a set of diadem-like protrusions poke out of his skin, creating a circlet around his head with a bigger crystal at the center of his forehead. His right hand is entirely made from transparent white crystal, and within it, his bones are visible along with the constantly moving mana that shifts within.

“I hope you don’t mind. I just wanted to observe the mark she left on you,” the lumoran smiles at me, even as his presence continues to choke me out, not even intentionally from his side.

“And how do you like the mark?” I barely manage to force out.

“It is indeed as ancient and impressive as I’d heard,” he says with another smile. “While still surprising, it’s beginning to make sense how she was able to kill Master Tyven, even as a mere shadow. But for now, good luck on your adventure. I won’t stay, I worry my presence might harm you, despite my best efforts to restrain it.”

He walks away with an almost playful grace, pausing to glance back one last time. “I considered killing that Champion you’ve been eyeing, but… that would be dreadfully childish of me. Still, I might have provoked it just a touch. If I were you, I’d hurry. It likely knows you’re coming.”

A short laugh escapes him, and then the newly crowned Ruler of Envy disappears in a movement I can’t follow, continuing his passage through the floors of Beyond, a right he gained when he became a Ruler.

Meanwhile, I turn around and burst in as quick a movement as I can back towards the others, hoping it isn’t too late. The mana in my crown compresses, all the energy I’ve been gathering, and turns pitch black as I reach for the arrays spread out and connected to the Mana Tree I planted.

            


Chapter 790 - Isn’t it yours?


                Flashback Nyssa Volare

If I were to be born again, I wish to be born into a simpler life. I would love to leave this all behind and perhaps grow a bit taller than I am now. If it is not too greedy, I would want blonde hair as well.

I would want to live a simple, if not too long life. Sometimes I feel lonely, so I imagine having a few siblings who love me and whom I’d love in return. I would be the youngest one, cute and pampered by everyone, always wearing clean, pretty clothes and eating warm food.

Living a normal length life would be amazing, or maybe slightly longer with good health. Not as a demon, but as a human. Maybe a hundred years? I’m not sure exactly how long humans without the system usually live.

I would want to have a spoiled childhood too, become an adult again, marry someone I would make fall in love with me, and die before them, or together, while surrounded by our family.

I don’t like being Nyssa Volare, but it is not that I hate it either. I get to live and meet all these people and experience all these things. There are many things I’ve gotten to do and experience that others never will. For that, there’s a price to pay, and I think it is fair that I do.

As I squeeze my fist, the cut on the palm of my hand opens more, and blood begins to drip and flow through my closed fingers. My blood. Primordial blood. The blood of the cursed bloodline, made to serve the High Lord, whom I will kill once I return to my planet. Until then, I wear his colors, and until then, I serve. I do not question.

[Weapon]

The blood that constantly burns within me, now flooding from my wound, heeds my command. It becomes the weapon I will it to be. A greatsword with a blade so broad it should be heavy, yet in my hands, it may as well be lighter than air. My body burns from the inside as the circulation of my blood intensifies, and I turn my body itself into a [Weapon].

The opponent I came to face, still far away, notices my presence and reacts in kind, getting ready for a fight.

I should die here, but I don’t think I will.

If I were to be born again, I know that my nature would be the same. I can’t escape who I am.

It saddens me a little bit.

 







 

POV Nathaniel

[Mana Warcaster - lvl ????]

The thylarin Champion is already there when I finally reach the group. His six arms spread wide open as he thrusts them forward. As if ignited by the pure friction of his limbs moving through the air, a flame of the deepest blue I have ever seen roars into existence. It ignites around him, shooting upward and spreading to his sides like wings made of fire.

That flame creates an enormous shape behind him before surging toward us, half a mile high, turning the ground to glass as it passes and causing the molten earth to churn like waves on the sea.

It feels as if the entire horizon has been blurred out under the heat of the air.

Shouting, Weslin and his subgroup in charge of our defenses activate their array, throwing all their power behind it. Nearly the entirety of Weslin’s gathered void is used at once, along with nearly all the group’s reserves.

The flickering void spins like a ring around two S-ranks and fourteen A-ranks as the flames scream past. Two of the A-ranks fall to the ground dead from the next attack, which pierces their defenses, and multiple others have begun to sway. One standing slightly too close is set ablaze; he burns in half a second, leaving nothing behind.

The air shrieks in pain as the Champion moves his arms again. And that blue flame swirls around the resisting void and pulls back to the Champion just as I reach the site, and he switches his attention to me.

The landscape around me explodes in a blast of mana that falls from the sky like the strike of a single, gigantic hammer. A shockwave tears through the area, creating a perfectly circular flatland of compressed dirt around me, pushed deep into the ground.

In the middle of it, I stand on the barely step-wide patch of ground that’s remained unaffected. An enormous amount of mana from the attack floods into my crown, and my minds snap into complete focus. Arrays activate, and Ley Lines connected to the Nameless Tree manifest in the sky.

A vessel manifests behind me as well, and nearly all the mana I’ve gathered moves to activate a single skill. I use the Tree to keep it stable, channeling that mana through my vessel while my low pristine passive stops my mind from sizzling out of my ears.

I watch the Champion, and as if someone flipped a switch, all colors disappear from the space. The blacks become darker and the whites brighter as [Eclipse] encompasses the scenery in a sudden silence so deep it creates a high-pitched ringing.

The blue flames lose some of their color as well, spilling to the ground like pouring sand. Dangerous and searing, yet stripped of all control or intent behind them.

My [Focus] reaches its peak as I wait for his counter. The world feels as if it’s slowed to a crawl while I push myself to the brink. I realize with brutal clarity just how powerful our opponent is and how much of this venture relies on me. If I fail, all of us will die.

The Champion moves to retake control of the flames, but I read his attempts, and my black mana devours any mana he sends out to reclaim them.

Tense to the breaking point, I watch him, sharpening my [Focus] even that little bit further.

Then he fails again.

How?

The Champion, similar to the lurker or the avatar, swiftly comes with a counterplay after realizing what my black mana does. His own mana begins to seep from his body, allowing me to identify him as a Regenerator. His mana crashes out constantly, powerful and seemingly never-ending.

It is an amount tailored to destroy my mind and overwhelm me while he begins to move, using the mana inside his body for strengthening, as the others move ahead to face him.

Just how?

Pouring from within his body, mana bursts out, sharp and dangerous, thrown against the people around him with enough force to kill. The moment that mana leaves his body and steps into my domain, it breaks apart into shining particles that crash against the demons like a sandstorm before disappearing, devoured, and becoming mine.

How are you so weak?

Why are you letting me take your mana away from you?

Isn’t it yours?

The Champion attempts to rush me, but Morwag faces him while the pearl-white obsidian spine chain digs into the ground to tie him down, striking against the blackness. Not even they can use mana. No one but me and, to a small extent, the Champion can. But they have their primordial energies.

I am still not fully used to these eyes, but I’ve long since grown used to never running an optimal, properly planned-out fight. Even as they burn in my skull, I continue to observe the Champion, who, though he’s clearly not close-combat oriented, possesses an impressive mana-based body strengthening.

He tears one of the demon’s heads off. He pierces a hole through another. He punches Morwag in the face, cracking the low pristine armor and blinding one of the demon’s eyes.

The friction of the demon’s own heart beating generates blue flames, which he draws from his body to coat the surface, where he lets them blaze as they slip out of his control, burning the others before they can defend.

But the longer he faces them, the more desperately it feels like he wants to get away from them to attack me. Morwag, no matter how wounded, jumps into his way while Weslin and the others do their best to defend.

The battle moves all across the battlefield at a speed some of the A-ranks have trouble catching, but every single time, Morwag and Weslin put their lives on the line to stop him from getting to me.

The Champion bursts into a blisteringly fast movement and tackles Morwag away, his hands move behind his back, and he deflects Weslin while another hand punches the human attacking him. The entire time, gravitational energy continues to slow him, lightning crashes against his body, and the void attempts to pierce his natural barrier to fully cut him off and leave him with the stats of his body.

Morwag, most of all, even now, is attempting to unwind whatever it is that holds the Champion together.

Yet, that title is not easily given. Even stripped of his greatest power, the Champion is dangerous, but his movements are becoming heavy, and his rhythm is starting to break.

Before anyone else, I manage to pierce through his natural barrier. The area of [Eclipse] shrinks, and just as I devour the mana he’s radiating to overwhelm me, I begin to pierce through his barrier. Hungrily, I reach in to take more.

And his body strengthening begins to fail.

His effort intensifies. Dozens, hundreds of techniques and abilities he attempts to use one after another. There isn’t even a chance now for me to read and disrupt them all. Maybe in a few years, but it’s still too soon. So I do what I’m best at: I brute force it, and I channel. I steal all his mana, taking it under my control and stripping it away from him, then I turn it against him.

It’s… almost too easy.

I can take his mana from him. I can do it easily. It’s almost laughable.

The intelligence was clear: the Champion is mana-specialized. He’s a specialist through and through. Unfortunately for him, Lissandra was right. I’m a nightmare for this kind of opponent.

My vessel opens its arms wide behind me, and all that mana flows through it. Then, it’s left up to my mind to keep up. My domain, combined with black mana, absorbs it all. It devours his mana, forcing me to channel it in order to keep it under my control.

For the first time since my body upgrade and the improvement of my Mana Physique, I see what it’s capable of. I begin to understand that the three mora from Crimson Forge weren’t joking when they said they had trouble finding materials more conductive than my body. My trait, my passives, my black mana, and my ability to channel make a joke out of such a mana specialized Champion. All these massive amounts of mana move by my will. They cycle, they swim in currents, they fill the black mana crown, and they power my domain.

One after another, all his attempts fail, and his body becomes devoid of all mana except the little he can generate before I take it.

My fragment, meanwhile, grows in size and regains some of its color. Unlike before, now, within my black and white domain, the tree looks celestial. The trunk is almost ethereal, a partially transparent white and golden light, whereas the crown of the tree has begun to look more firm and material.

The branches begin to shake along with the leaves, and then all kinetic movement within my domain halts. All the members of the guild, all debris, the wind, and even the dust.

The Champion freezes mid-attack, his momentum halted. He claws for a way out, first, an attempt to trigger a long-range teleportation to a pre-set anchor. Nothing. He tries to knit his natural barrier back together, then gather mana for one last surge, but it won’t obey him. He struggles to shroud himself from my domain, his six arms trembling as two of them frantically gouge inscriptions into his own skin. He even attempts to ignite friction within his lungs with a sharp breath or to detonate the mana inside his own heart, prepared to ruin his body just to attack me.

Here, against me, all of that fails. With all the preparations I’ve made, he doesn’t have a chance to gather a smidge of the mana that any of these require.

Excluded from the hold as I filter it out, the others begin to move and launch attacks on the motionless body. Everyone is experienced, so they don’t throw weak strikes, they gather more primordial energy, and while the defensive group uses void and other fitting abilities, they all attack at once.

Even then, only some of them cause wounds that make the thylarin fall back. One of his six arms is gone, held by Morwag, who throws it aside and rushes the thylarin again. Then I notice the inscriptions he carved into the arm Morwag tore off are being filled by the blood from the stump.

The limb explodes into a burst of bones that glow in blue flame as they create friction through the air. The small pieces stab through everyone, most of them pierce Morwag’s back and come out of his chest. For a moment, the demon staggers, but he picks up the movement and punches the Champion straight in the head with a shockwave that breaks the molten ground-turned-glass.

Some blood from Morwag’s wound flicks from his body, through the broken parts of his armor, and falls onto the body of the Champion. It flows down his arm and onto another inscription carved into his skin by his nails.

And the Champion disappears, teleporting away.

[Eclipse] vanishes, and all the black mana swirls around my body and into the crown over my head. I ignore the shouts calling me to pursue the Champion and instead turn around to where he’s stepping out from a camouflage field a mile behind me.

My vessel reaches toward the crown and pulls out a dagger made of black mana at the same moment the Champion snaps his remaining hands in a clap.

The air screams, and dozens of blue projectiles as big as buildings shoot toward us from behind his back, like falling meteors. He follows it with a downward swing of his hand, and a blast of mana slams down from the sky on top of me like a hammer.

Even as I’m pushed to my knees, and my crown begins to spin wildly, I stare at him and use the [Ley Line] I’ve tied to him to teleport as the meteors begin to explode in shockwaves around me.

Of course, he knows about it and expects it. He might even have left it there intentionally. The moment my teleport activates, an omnidirectional blast is sent through the area all around him, followed by screaming blue flames that tear through the air.

But I’m not there. Instead, it is my vessel that teleports through, holding the dagger of black mana in front of it to absorb most of the attack.

The Champion attempts to teleport, but Weslin reaches out with his void and messes with the connection. My vessel follows through, both of them teleporting just a few steps away to the ground. As the Champion lifts his arm in defense, my vessel simply stabs the black dagger into it before another burst of blue flames erases it entirely.

The temperature around me rises, and the ground shakes under the impact of dozens of meteors. My skin burns even within my barrier, so I teleport away. No one tries to defend. Instead, everyone just tries to run away and avoid the fallout.

The Champion tries to pull the black dagger away, but he is too slow. Before he can, it seeps into his body, spreading through him, devouring his quickly regenerating mana and growing stronger to devour more.

A spinal chain made of glass crashes against the thylarin Champion, pushing him deep into the ground. Morwag falls nearby, his body and armor charred. He slams into the earth with full force, causing the ground to cave in and debris to explode into the air.

No inscriptions activate this time. Morwag slams him again and again. He stretches his arm to the side and binds particles of glass together into a dense dagger, which he stabs down toward the Champion.

Somehow, even now, that almost-dead thylarin fights back. His heart bursts open from the inside as he gathers just a little mana despite the onslaught of black mana. A blast of mana pierces through Morwag’s stomach, but the demon continues the strike regardless, burying the glass dagger deep into the Champion’s eye.

With the blade lodged there, Morwag twists it. The thylarin twitches a few times before all movement halts.

 

[You have defeated Mana Warcaster - lvl 501]

 

[Lvl 392 > Lvl 393]

[Lvl 393 > Lvl 394]

[Lvl 394 > Lvl 395]

[Lvl 395 > Lvl 396]

[Lvl 396 > Lvl 397]

[Lvl 397 > Lvl 398]

[Lvl 398 > Lvl 399]

[Lvl 399 > Lvl 400]

[Lvl 400 > Lvl 401]

[Lvl 401 > Lvl 402]

 

[Eclipse - lvl 68 > Eclipse - lvl 69]

[Perception - lvl 73 > Perception - lvl 74]

[Manifestation - lvl 39 > Manifestation - lvl 40]

[Current - lvl 40 > Current - lvl 41]

[Current - lvl 41 > Current - lvl 42]

[Current - lvl 42 > Current - lvl 43]

[Current - lvl 43 > Current - lvl 44]

 



Congratulations, you have reached level 400. You can now choose your final trait.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Have a nice weekend!

The law required Discord plug: https://discord.com/invite/s5ARCv7kfG



                



Chapter 791 - Internships


                Only when the notification confirms everything’s over do I allow myself to slump to the ground, then groan as the lingering heat of the blue flames washes over me. Just as I sit there, I teleport closer to where Morwag and the body of the Champion are.

Even this strains my already tired mind, and now that the fight is over, I find myself feeling the effects of my wounds and all the effort this required. Even so, I lift my hand towards Morwag, and black mana seeps out of the body of the Champion.

I move to flick it away, launching it into the distance to be someone else’s problem. I feel too tired to fight it and break it back down into mana.

“Don’t!” Weslin says quickly, reaching my side and interrupting me. “We’ve already caused a huge commotion. The other Champions are really far away, but if by any sort of shitty luck we attract one, we are dead.”

From my place on the ground, I look up at him, and in my mind, I compare the risks, but in the end, I sigh. My minds combine once more, and my skills reactivate as I begin to fight what remains of the black mana until I break it apart. Causing particles of blue mana to rain down around us, but I don’t even bother to pull them into my body and let them linger there.

My crown is gone, and with it that insane amount of mana I had stored and the addition from my brother, Rex. I can’t… I force myself to put the thoughts of the more analytical parts of my mind on hold and turn to Weslin.

“How is Morwag?” I ask him.

“I’m fine,” Morwag answers instead from the ground.

“He is not fine,” Weslin says.

“Dying?” I question.

“As if something like that could kill me,” the demon growls, despite the holes through his body and many other visible wounds he bears.

“As if something like that could kill him,” Weslin agrees. “But we should still get him to the healers. Quickly.”

I nod and hesitate for a moment before I ask, somewhat quietly, “The others?”

“They are…” Weslin begins, but Morwag interrupts him.

“What the fuck is with that tone of yours, you arrogant prick?” he barks at me right away. “Everyone here walked onto this battlefield knowing the risks. So the plan went to hell, big fucking deal. No one’s looking for your pity. They did their best and fell to a superior opponent, there’s no shame in that. You more than did your part, and you won’t catch any of us carrying the goddamn weight of their deaths. Get that through your head.”

“What he said,” Weslin says, and then kicks Morwag. “Move so he can claim it. You know he deserves it.”

“Weslin, don’t mistake me for some pathetic thief.” And as he says this, even with the state his body is in, he moves to the side.

As asked, I move ahead and bring myself to a stop over the body of the Champion and look down at it. In defeat, all that terrifying talent and the abilities that must have taken years to master are gone. How weird it is to find myself looking at a defenseless body now, so void of the mind that powered it. Now, even in death, it’s beginning to release some mana radiation.

I touch the body with the tip of my shoe, and a notification appears.

 



Would you like to claim the portal key? This key permits a single use, creating a teleportation gateway to the Sixth Floor of Beyond for one individual.

Upon claiming the portal key, a tattoo will be imprinted on your body and will remain until the key is used. The key may only be activated on the Fifth Floor of Beyond.

The tattoo can be transferred or retrieved from your body upon death.

 



I read that notification for longer than I probably should. A single thought continues to appear in my mind.

Could I maybe challenge a Champion alone? Do something like what Nyssa and Adrian did on their own?

Then I replay the fight. Even with how big the advantage was and how strongly I countered the Champion, I would’ve been dead if I’d challenged him alone. Morwag and Weslin helped immensely, as did the other A-ranks. Though their role wasn’t as flashy as that of the S-ranks, they supported Weslin and Morwag with their abilities and fed their mana and primordial energies into arrays and formations.

Well, I can think about it later, and if I decide, I can sell the key. For now, I claim the portal key.

As I accept the notification, I feel a sting as the tattoo with deep red glowing lines burns itself into my right forearm. It coils around my wrist where a watch would be, and then from the inner side of the forearm, a single line goes up to the middle of my forearm with shapes spreading to the side, almost reminiscent of the shape of a key.

Arm… that’s a dangerous place for it to be. I wonder if I’ll lose the key if something unexpected happens to that arm. Actually, what the hell is going on? First, the fragment on the back of my left hand, and now a key on my right forearm? Does this mean I can’t afford to lose my arms anymore? Have I been severely nerfed? I feel like my combat power has dropped by at least fifty percent.

Also, the body of the Champion is gone, as I was warned. I’ve asked around, but there is no way to cut parts off to save them. Everything just disappears once you claim the key.

Of course, I thought of some other stuff, but you can’t even carry it out of this floor and claim the key later. And calling someone here for examination is dangerous because of other Champions, and also costly because of sacrificing stats.

How annoying.

Then I check the rankings.



Exploration Leaders

1. Christoph (7th Floor)

2. Adrian (6th Floor)

3. Nyssa Volare (6th Floor)

4. Nathaniel Gwyn (5th Floor)

5. Voss (5th Floor)

6. Orion (5th Floor)

…



And here I am, the current top of the 5th floor, likely because I’m holding a portal key. That either means Voss and Orion under me never gained the key, or they gained it but never used it, and I only managed to surpass them by gaining more “performance points” during the fight. Who the hell knows? The system for sure won’t tell me.

I also confirmed something I heard some time ago. You truly can change your system alias once, if it is to your true name. And that’s what I’m rolling with from now on. It’s not even like I’ve been hiding it anyway.

It also makes me a bit happy that information guilds can’t make shards out of telling people that Nathaniel Gwyn is Noname. Screw those guys.

I watch as Weslin helps Morwag stand up. The tall, muscular demon doesn’t show it, but even with how durable he is, he is severely wounded. A few other A-ranks are in a similar state, so we don’t waste much time here and leave.

And of course, I haven’t forgotten. The new Ruler of Envy… if he’s still alive by the time I get strong enough, there will be a price for him to pay.

 





 

Only half a day after returning to the Megacity, I find myself seated in front of Ruby. My wounds are healed, though some of the exhaustion remains. My fragment is now back in its place on the back of my left hand.

Even now, I feel some pressure from my Preeminence Eyes as their second strengthening continues its application. The trait is permanently activated, which is a clear disadvantage, but it is balanced by how powerful the trait is. The Mana Wavelength Iris’ evolution changed a lot of things, and the second strengthening has changed the way I see the world even further. Just sitting here in front of Ruby, she seems different to me.

Her eyes seem to have a faint glow to them, but I expected that much, as I always thought those yellow eyes with their complicated patterns were a trait. From watching the way mana waves react to her, I’ve also begun to suspect that the Ruby I’m meeting isn’t just a vessel or a projection, but her real body.

She might just be one of the very few Rulers who can control her mana so perfectly that her mere presence isn’t killing me. And with that said, I am 100% sure that if she released her power, I would die in a heartbeat. But being Lissandra’s disciple, I guess it makes sense that she has such a high degree of control. LissLiss would never allow “such a pathetic lack of control, beneath what even noble ladies’ pets’ pets are capable” or something like that.

Now that I think of it, back on the second floor, I was infinitely weaker than I am now, yet when I met Lissandra, I barely felt anything. Even if it was limited and weakened, her shadow must have been stronger than any Absolute I’ve met so far.

What an annoying woman.

“You’ve been scammed,” Ruby repeats, and this time I allow the words to register.

“You look different from the last time. It’s a bold change, Ruby. However, I’m a bit disappointed. I liked the brilli-ant display from last time. Honestly, it’s a bit of a downgrade. I was really starting to vibe with the ‘giant household pest’ aesthetic.”

“I said you got scammed.”

“Wow, why are you so ant-agonizing out of nowhere? It’s very un-pleas-ant.”

“You could have gotten two million shards for each member of your group, and likely for you as well. If you had really pushed, a low pristine passive would have been possible, if only for you alone.”

I slump in my chair and sigh. “I know. Back then, I panicked when he said the other offers wouldn’t include the others.”

“Diligence is very shrewd.”

“As expected from someone willing to destroy the Ancient Armory just because-”

“Yes, yes. Also, do you realize how close you were to death?”

“In which case?”

“…” Ruby blinks a few times. “Point taken. I meant with the Lycan.”

“Who even is that guy? He was scary.”

“Only what’s probably the most dangerous werewolf currently alive. While his blood isn’t as potent as Primordial Blood, it also isn’t killing him like it is killing Nyssa, and it gets close to being just as powerful. Hell, I’m sure his bloodline is more potent than some wyverns’.”

“I should have gotten more for the hand.”

“You wouldn’t have gotten more than what I just told you you could get.”

“A destroyer and a thief. I will-”

“Sure. Do you need help with your trait selection?”

“Nope. I already have my favorites picked out, but I think I’ll wait for my eye strengthening to fully apply before I select one.”

“If you do it, I recommend doing so after your Beyond quest, as you might have some opportunities during it that would… well, I won’t say more. But the optimal way would be to do it here in your guild headquarters after you get back instead of on the 10th floor, but-”

I interrupt her. “Ruby, what is happening on the 10th floor?”

“Nothing as of now, but things are about to get… really messy. It is all your guys’ fault. You have time, and it shouldn’t be that dangerous for your group just yet.”

I take a moment to think it over, and only then do I say. “I will trust you then. By the way, why did I have to deal with Diligence instead of you?”

“Just annoying politicking. We were the four Rulers in charge of this cycle of the tutorial after Tyven died, but now that one of his Masters of Envy became a Ruler, we are five. It restricts me in some cases, such as any time that guy decides to be an ass.”

“I get the feeling. So, how about the quest? Anything with Everwood?”

“Multiple, but I think I found a perfect one for you. The duration is only one week, and while it doesn’t explicitly give out Everwood, I know that guy at least keeps it in stock. You should be able to ask for a bit if you do well.”

“What is the quest about?”

“You join a few others to serve as assistants for the guy and do whatever he asks of you. Likely nothing too dangerous, if you don’t want it to become too dangerous, but that guy is very demanding, so make sure to listen and do well.”

“Oh, a quest with other attendees?”

“Not this time. You will be the only attendee. The others are people on something not unlike an internship where they, even if the chance is low, are hoping to become his disciples.”

“His? ‘He’? Why so mysterious? You’re hiding something from me. Who is this guy?”

“I can tell you that people generally call him the Magi. So, N-ant-haniel, do you accept?”

“That is so fucking lame it doesn’t even-”

“Do you fucking accept!?”

“Sure, why not?” I hastily reply.

Sitting there behind her old wooden table, she waves her hand, and a door appears nearby.

There is no need to hesitate, so I stand up and head over to it. One last time, I turn around to look at her, only to see her waving her hand at me in a dismissive gesture, so I just step through.

Instantly, I am welcomed by a young lumoran man standing in front of me. He is taller and slimmer than I am, wearing a sharp suit with his hands folded neatly behind his back. Even as he looks at me, it feels as though he’s completely focused on my eyes with a curious sort of intensity.

He seems to confirm a thought before he smiles. “I am happy to finally meet you, Nathaniel Gwyn. I am Noll.” He gestures for me to follow, and I join him as he begins to lead the way through the hallway.

“Why ‘finally’?” I ask.

Still smiling, walking with an air of nobility, he answers, “I completed my tutorial twenty years ago as an S-rank, just like you, though I did not match some of your more impressive achievements. It might be a bit awkward, but I like to check the Beyond records once in a while to see how the other talents of our generation are faring.”

On the right side of the hallway, windows of black glass appear, letting in strange light that draws my eyes. I pause to look out and see a star, realizing then that we’re in orbit around it, likely aboard some sort of spaceship. Of course.

Noll stops patiently, allowing me to take in the view. After a moment, he speaks again. “Let us continue. Master Elian does not like to be kept waiting.”

            


Chapter 792 - Adjusting the objective


                Following Noll, we reach a door that automatically slides open as we approach, leading into a massive circular room.

The ceiling is a half-spherical structure dominated by windows, separated only by a frame of white metal. These windows offer a view of a space crowded with stars and what looks like an asteroid belt in the distance. Half of the circular wall, on the inner side, contains multiple doors leading deeper into the spaceship or base or whatever this is. The other half consists of similar windows. However, these panes are heavily tinted and constantly turned toward the sun we’re orbiting, which is, in my opinion, too damn close.

A single tree grows in the exact middle of the room. It isn’t particularly tall, but it has a wide crown full of green leaves that sways constantly as if caught in a perpetual breeze.

Under that tree, is a man sitting on a bench. He’s slightly taller than I am, with hair of an even more vibrant shade of blonde than Tess’s that reaches just below his shoulders. Only now do I notice that he’s already looking up at me from the book he was reading. He wears circular, thin-framed glasses, which he removes slowly. The motion somehow makes his violet eyes even more piercing, highlighting the golden circles shining around his pupils.

Professor Elian, just as I remember him. I was once an Assistant Professor under him at the Academy, back on the floor tied to the Ruler of Envy, Tyven. Now he sits here in front of me, not as a replica from the tutorial but as a real person. He looks like he hasn’t aged a day since the events that the floor was based on.

“I find I am disappointed by your handler. It is your first day, and yet you’re arriving late, treating our agreement with a most unwelcome indifference.” God knows how many billions of years it’s been, but he still talks in that same tone I totally enjoyed during my time on that floor.

“I just accepted the quest a few minutes ago.”

“The details of our agreement were settled between your handler and myself two days ago.”

I blink and swear at Ruby in my mind.

“I want to hear no excuses.” Elian places the book on the bench and stands up to fix his suit. “What is your current level?”

“That is something I want to keep to myself,” I answer.

“I find it remarkably foolish that you believe me incapable of discerning your level by sight alone.” He turns to the lumoran who led me here. “Noll, what is your estimate of this man?”

The lumoran perks up, standing straighter, as if someone had permanently glued a metal rod to his back. He intently looks at me as if seeing me for the first time.

“I can make one based on his mana displacement, Master Elian,” Noll begins, his eyes scanning me. “I’ve been tracking his footprint since the airlock. The local mana flows around him in a way that suggests high-density saturation.”

Noll tilts his head, his voice clinical. “His conduction pathways are silent, there isn’t much leakage or noise. Calculating the ratio of his internal mana pressure against this ship’s artificial atmosphere, and taking into consideration his achievements in Beyond and the rumors we’ve been hearing, I estimate him within the Level 370 to 380 range.”

Elian hums, his violet eyes narrowing. “A fair assessment, Noll, though remarkably imprecise. I requested an estimation, not a range so broad it becomes meaningless. Remind me, Noll, what level were you when you finished your tutorial?”

The lumoran remains unfazed and answers swiftly, “Level 416, Master Elian!”

“Well above the average. Still, I must inform you that Mister Gwyn here is currently level 402.” The Magi turns back to me. The glow of his eyes intensifies for a moment before he shakes his head. “Such a pitiful body. Still, the fact that you survived and Disciple Noll failed to properly grasp your mana proves you possess some talent. You have been marked as a disciple by Absolute Lissandra Hawthorne… or rather, that shadow of hers that’s currently ravaging the Beyond. Did she truly allow you to fall into such a state?”

“I mostly do things my own way. Why would I follow the path of someone who died in the end?”

“This,” Elian emphasizes, “is the most arrogant thing I’ve heard in quite some time. Further emphasized by the fact that you actually mean it. While some of her techniques are ancient and…” he hesitates, “let’s say, rather crude and dangerous to their wielders, Lissandra Hawthorne was the sort of person none but a few could ever hope to match.”

I just look at him, “Honestly? I think she would kick your ass.” There are a few more things I want to say, but saying them might end with me being thrown off the ship.

“That much is obvious. I have no illusions of my ability to face her in direct combat. Am I correct that you came here to earn Everwood?” Elian asks.

“Yes,” I confirm.

“Excellent. You having just attained level 400 is a welcome surprise. We can adjust the objective of your quest accordingly. As I see it, you have yet to select your third trait. You will disclose your options to me, then make your selection so that I may observe the process as it applies. In exchange, you will receive Everwood,” he says, laying it all out as if it’s a foregone conclusion.

“No. I won’t be disclosing toyou my trait offers and my selections,” I say. My words make him pause and turn back toward me.

“So you are not entirely dull. But it matters little, in that case, you may leave. I am not interested in…” he begins, but he is interrupted.

“Master Elian, I apologize for interrupting, but if I may, Nathaniel might not be aware of the fact that you always give a vow to keep that knowledge to yourself, just as you did with so many other people.”

“He wouldn’t be that stupid.”

“I am that stupid,” I say.

Both the Master and his disciple turn to look at me. Elian exhales as if he is looking at something pathetic. “Such a waste of time.” He glances at his disciple. “You won’t need him in the lab? I should understand that much?”

“We might need him, perhaps for a day or two, Master. I can take on some of the tasks you wanted him for so you can observe his trait etching.”

“Very well. Continue your work, Noll, and you follow me.” Even before finishing the sentence, Elian begins to walk away, taking my compliance for granted.

Yup, there is no way I’m going to get along with this guy. He’s probably much older than his replica in the tutorial was, so I had a small hope he might have changed. But this guy is exactly the same.

For a moment, a memory flashes in my mind, Elian hovering in the air, my black mana trapped by his ability, and then three cubes forming behind his back, each one capable of erasing the entirety of the Academy floor.

I begin to follow him through the hallway a bit more enthusiastically, even starting to enjoy the design of this place. Silver metal, glass windows with thin metallic frames, black-tinted panes, the sun burning way too close, and plenty of greenery. There are more trees as we pass, vines artistically climbing the walls, flowers, and more. It is a twisted mix of sci-fi with a medieval feel and a lot of plant life. Honestly, it isn’t bad at all.

Maybe I should give this guy a chance, I wonder. I could try to get some nice stuff out of him.

Magi Elian and I enter another circular room after ascending a twisted stairwell with railings ornamented by vines of green leaves and violet flowers. We find ourselves in what looks like an observation room, a cupola made entirely of glass with seats lining the edges. The seats are crafted from wood and covered in fur. And laid out in the middle of the floor is something akin to a fireplace. Multiple logs of white wood are piled there, and over them burns what I recognize as a Fragment of Eternal Flame, a shifting fire of blue, green, and purple.

“You have my word that I shall keep your trait offers, and your chosen trait, to myself alone. Should my mind ever be corrupted or breached, that knowledge shall be destroyed, as is the case with many of the other secrets I hold through similar vows. As with the others, the destruction of that knowledge shall be prioritized over my own survival. Should we ever engage in combat, whether initiated by my side or yours, that knowledge shall be erased as well.”

I listen closely, and there it is, that unmistakable undertone of a system given vow. It still feels weird to rely on this kind of stuff, but if Rulers and even Absolutes do it, it should be good enough for me.

“That is acceptable. What do I get in exchange?”

Elian looks at me with what I consider graceful, noble annoyance at my mere presence and the question. He takes his glasses out of his pocket and puts them back on, causing his Mana Wavelength Iris to dim. It makes me wonder… just how many strengthenings has that trait gone through? The base is three, but there’s just no way. Even I have four and might get more through some new sort of System fuckery. So, five? Sounds like too few. Six? Eight? Ten? Is it even still a Mana Wavelength Iris? Maybe his trait evolved and just kept the same “look,” similar to my Preeminence Eyes.

“What do you get in exchange?” he repeats in a measured tone. “Well then, first, let us make certain things clear, so I may avoid tedious conversations regarding what I already know.”

Elian gazes at me. “Through my own ability, and not by information from anyone else, I can tell you these things. You possess a Mana Physique. You obviously possess an evolved version of a Mana Wavelength Iris. While it is not one whose name I would know, I can deduce its abilities quite accurately. You are level 402, and you are an Amplificator with a base Mana stat over 1700, which, in my personal opinion, I consider to be an extremely foolish thing to do.”

His eyes become even more piercing. “I can tell you possess an Empyrean skill. Your low constitution is a sight to behold as well. I personally am aware of people under level 50 with a higher one. According to my estimation, based on what you have done to your body and all other factors, you have no more than five or ten years to solve these issues. What I can offer you in exchange is Everwood and a consultation on how to solve that problem, using my very extensive knowledge.”

“I have my own plan already, so there is no need for that. Check up on me in five to ten years, I think you will be impressed. But anyway, I want Everwood and a lesson or two on my eyes. I think I could get more out of them.”

“At least you realize how pathetic your use of your eyes has been. Very well, your offer is acceptable. Now, tell me the traits you have been offered.”

His voice almost makes me want to throw him out of the spaceship and watch him drift into the sun, but I graciously decide to be a better person today and name the four traits I’ve been offered to him.

 



Predatory Mana Parasite -A parasite capable of ravenously siphoning ambient mana particles through your pores to fuel its existence. Further, the parasite consumes a constant portion of your mana pool, but it can’t digest it all at once. To store the volume it can’t digest, it packs your remaining mana into a hyper condensed state you can use. The parasite protects itself by reinforcing its host, channeling condensed mana through the body to greatly increase physical stats and durability. Any attempt by an enemy to drain or disrupt your mana triggers an instinctive, violent retaliation as the parasite lashes out against anything threatening its food source.

 



Mana-Absorbent Gastric Lining -The lining of the stomach is modified to break down mana-saturated matter, such as mana stones, materials, or even items. It allows you to transform gained energy into a significant temporary stat boost, restore your body using mana, expand your mana pool, or condense your mana. The more powerful the digested object, the stronger the effect; some may allow for permanent boosts.

 



Empyrean Ichor - An ancient blood that carries a unique Empyrean frequency that predates modern system governance. It remains fundamentally dissonant with the established laws of the current mana system. The blood possesses the ability to absorb the user’s mana and hyper-compress it into a liquid state as it circulates through the body. In addition to that, just the circulation of the blood through the body generates a field within that rejects any foreign mana.

 



Immutable Halo Frame - No matter how much damage the user takes, the Frame remains perfectly intact. Invisible to most, but perceptible to a few, the indestructible golden halo provides absolute stability against spatial warping. The Frame acts as a foundation, allowing other abilities or effects to be connected to it, and any such connections gain the Frame’s stability and coherence.

            


Chapter 793 - Four traits


                After listening to their descriptions, Elian leans back and seems to muse about something. I think he is hiding it, but he appears to be very interested in my trait options.

“The wording on all of your traits suggests that each one carries a significant degree of power on its own. That does make sense when I look at your body. It shows how hard you push yourself for your strength, and the System does tend to reward people like that, even if it might not be for too long.”

“I hear that a lot.”

“I’m not surprised. I want you to select Predatory Mana Parasite… no, wait… Mana-Absorbent Gastric Lining. It’s honestly hard to decide. I’ve met someone with an Immutable Halo Frame before, though she’s been dead for a long time, so I can speak about it. I know what it does and what it allows for. As for Empyrean Ichor, I’ve heard of it, but not firsthand, and I’ve never met anyone who had it. Still, I think I can figure out what it does. The Predatory Mana Parasite, though, interests me a great deal. Traits like that are very rare, and the last time I met someone with it, I didn’t have the chance to properly observe them. But the Mana-Absorbent Gastric Lining is something I’ve never heard of at all. It’s very curious. I’d offer you a mid-pristine item for…”

In the middle of that sentence, he furrows his brows. The air dims around us slightly, and the Fragment of Eternal Fire blazes in a way that seems like it is about to die off from the pressure the Magi’s radiating. I, meanwhile, can’t feel anything.

A mere moment later, everything returns to normal, and Elian says, “I have little patience for eavesdropping. I permitted an exception, as you are his handler, yet I will not suffer interference. Should I decide to trade such an item, it will be on my terms alone. I am fully aware of the System limitations governing such dealings.”

There is no answer or reaction to his words, and Elian snorts and looks back at me. “Do you accept my offer?”

“Nope.”

“How tiresome.”

“That sucks,” I say. “Why don’t we talk them over? You might still make me change my mind, but I would rather you didn’t lie or hide things from me.”

“What do you take me for, Mister Gwyn? We made a deal, and I agreed to share my knowledge with you. I regard the passing of that knowledge as a matter of great importance and always strive to do so with the utmost accuracy.”

“Well, you used to be a professor, didn’t you?”

“I did indeed, a long time ago. Did you meet my replica when you were on that floor?”

“I was your assistant. We were the best of friends. It’s kind of weird to think that you got to teach the future Ruler of Envy.”

“I highly doubt that. As for young Tyven, he was always talented, ruthless, and driven by an insatiable hunger for knowledge. It carried him to the heights he reached, yet those very gaps in his character also led to his downfall. But enough of that.”

“Fine. So, Mana Parasite. I don’t like it. I don’t want some asshole to live rent-free inside of my body and steal mana from me as well.”

“That is a terrible assessment. Parasites, after multiple strengthenings and possibly after going through evolution, can become exceedingly powerful. The wording of your offer suggests it would absorb ambient mana. That could allow you to make use of that mana once it enters your body.”

“Are you telling me I would have to fight that thing for mana?”

“That is why it is called a parasite. It simply takes, and any advantage you gain from it is an unexpected side effect. And, to an extent, yes. Some even use their parasites for training. Hyper-condensed mana could prove highly useful, particularly for you as an Amplificator. With a few strengthenings, the condensed mana would likely exceed what your normal mana pool could hold.”

I shake my head. “I can do that on my own.”

“It would be shameful if you weren’t able to do at least some of those things,” Elian says, and I expect him to snort, but of course he doesn’t. He just says it with that confident, noble air around him.

“And the increase in physical stats?” I ask quickly, before I say something rude.

“At early levels of enhancement, just a simple active reinforcement by using your mana. With further strengthening, you could expect permanent changes to your body, such as more durable bones and possibly a permanent increase in physical stats. In rare cases or with the correct evolutions, the parasite could expand your mana pool.”

“To increase its source of food?” I ask.

“Obviously.”

“Is this just a normal Fragment of Eternal Fire? And what is that wood?” I ask, changing the subject, and ask what I was curious about since we came here.

The Magi lifts his eyebrow and glances at the flame floating over the white wood in the middle of this cupola.“It is, in fact, ten flames of the Eternal Fire, each on the stronger side, combined into a single one. The wood is mostly just there as decoration.”

“Is it expensive?”

“Very much so, though if you were to attempt to steal it, Mister Gwyn, you would burn to ashes.”

“I wouldn’t do that. And the part in the trait description about violent retaliation against anything threatening its food source?” I ask changing the subject back to the traits.

“Weak at first, but with the right evolutions and sufficient strengthenings, it could kill an average Champion and absorb all of their mana in the process.”

It causes me to pause in surprise. “It’s that powerful?”

“Mister Gwyn, I must say, your reading comprehension is abysmal. Allow me to test you: explain your second offer and what you expect from it.”

“Sure, Magi Elian. By the way, isn’t ‘Magi’ plural? Shouldn’t you be the Mage or Magus? Well, whatever, you do your own thing. With Mana Stomach…”

“I will stop you here. It is common sense to use the correct names and terms when discussing matters. Such simplifications are unwise and can foster habits that may harm you later. And please, drop that tone with me. It’s not what I’m accustomed to, and I find it highly unpleasant. I afford you a certain measure of respect, and I expect the same in return.”

“You just called my reading comprehension trash.”

“I have called it abysmal. I do not consider such an accurate description of your actions a breach of decorum.”

Giving myself some time to think, I lean against the glass wall and look up through the glass cupola with the thin metal frame in between the glass panels. With my hand, I touch the fur pelt I’ve been sitting on and think about the guy in front of me. I wonder if I have ever met anyone truly normal, someone actually kind. So far, everyone’s been twisted in their own way. Liss, Ruby, Kindness, Envy, New Envy, Lycan, Hornless Heartmaxxer, and all the others.

Actually, aren’t Diligence and Pride the most normal ones so far? As much as I dislike that thieving Armory destroyer, the ant has acted reasonably so far with understandable objectives in mind. And from what I know about Pride, the guy’s just been chilling while every other asshole keeps trying to challenge and kill him for some reason.

I look back at the Magi. And then there’s this guy. At the uppermost level of power for an Absolute. Someone I’ve heard mentioned alongside Absolutes like the Last Elf and Warden Kyralon.

Indeed, so far, I remain the most normal person I know.

Looking out of the window, I begin to talk. “Mana Absorbent Gastric Lining… I don’t like it very much. I could probably make thousands of mana orbs with highly compressed mana and eat them during fights to get some kind of stat boosts and healing. I can craft items, so I could eat some of those as well. There is one unhealthily patient and cowardly individual whose expression I would love to see if I were to eat his fancy sword. It might be worth picking this trait just for that. In the long run, this trait could be really good for getting myself plenty of stats. If I become a Champion and an Absolute later on, I could just start gathering loads of even more powerful items.”

I stop there and think to myself. With the right amount of strengthening, I could possibly eat a black mana orb, even if I had to make it weaker than usual. It’s possible that the trait wouldn’t be able to digest it, given the way black mana seems to fuck with the System, but if I could, the gains would likely be quite insane. I imagine just eating an orb or two before and during a fight. I am sure I could experiment a lot with different frequencies and densities to dial in the effects I want. It could even allow me to free up one of my passive slots and get rid of thermal healing, healing by eating orbs instead.

At this point, I am fairly certain that I got this trait offered thanks to Biscuit and possibly thanks to my black mana. So it must be good.

“You are more or less correct,” Elian agrees. “However, while consuming mana is not exceedingly rare, the ability to consume items and materials is, particularly for a human. There are many unknowns and possibilities, and that is what piques my curiosity. As I said before, should you select this trait, I offer you a mid pristine item. I will bear the backlash from your Handler and, to a certain extent, the backlash from the System and Beyond.”

“You can do that?”

“To an extent, I am capable of it, though not to the same level as the Rulers. The peak of the Absolutes often dabble in such matters. For example, the Last Elf is well known for it and may even exert influence beyond some of the Rulers themselves. Now, tell me about the Empyrean Ichor. I want to hear your thought process again.”

“Like a teacher testing a student.”

“Indeed.”

“Well, anyway… Empyrean Ichor. Is it correct that things with ‘Empyrean’ in the name usually come from a time when the System was beginning to spread?” I ask him.

“From our observations, yes. The System underwent many changes as it adapted and addressed some of its loopholes, or the ways certain individuals have been known to exploit it. The system is deeply ingrained with a sense of fairness, so it strives to do so automatically. The Empyreans were a race long since extinct. At their peak, they were regarded as someone to be avoided, particularly their Thaumarch, who could easily match any of the Rulers.”

“Let me guess: he also died after challenging Pride.”

“How curious. Where did you gain that knowledge?”

“Just a hunch.”

“I usually look down on those, but at least this one was accurate. Yes, the Empyrean Thaumarch initiated it and died in a duel against Pride. Before that, he and his people were known for a certain mutation that had not been seen in the universe since. And before you ask, no, it was not their blood. The System is likely just using ‘Empyrean’ as the most fitting term. While the System strives for fairness, it also seeks to evolve and strengthen in a manner consistent with one’s performance or achievements, even if that means bending some of its other rules.”

“So, if you were to think of the most important rule of the System, would it be: To evolve or to strengthen what’s already present?”

“Perhaps to awaken and evolve whatever strength has the highest chance to grow within you. Many think in such a way. I am inclined to as well, but without hard proof, I leave room for other theories. As for the Empyreans, their mutation, which many historians would claim was linked to one of the more powerful gods of the Pantheon, partially resisted the System. This allowed their awakened mana to differ from that of others. It’s been said that the System itself created a system-wide quest with an objective to eradicate all Empyreans and every trace of their bloodline. Since then, the System occasionally borrows the name for skills, traits, passives, or items. The Warden of the Parallax Eyes, Kyralon, theorizes that the System isn’t doing so intentionally, but that as it reabsorbed what remained of the Empyreans, their mutation slightly damaged a small part of the System, allowing more Empyrean phenomena to appear.”

I can’t help but think that this may be some of the coolest shit I have ever heard.

Out loud, I just say, “Sure then, Empyrean Ichor sounds interesting. Now on to the Immutable Halo Frame, I have a question. Do you know a skill I have…”

“To gain such a trait offer, and with what I’ve observed, it’s quite possible you possess a skill like [Materialization], [Conjuration], [Ideation], or [Incarnation]. There are many others, though they are rare, and I won’t spend much time on them. So you can talk mostly freely. So that you may keep the name of your skill to yourself, let’s say you have [Incarnation].”

I find it curious he didn’t mention [Manifestation], but I find no reason to tell him that.

“Okay, so from the Immutable Halo Frame, I would mainly expect my [Incarnation] to become much, much stronger. Any of my incarnations would instantly become more powerful and stable. By using my reading comprehension and thinking of the wording of the trait offer, I really think that boost would be the best part. Not to mention the arrays, anchors, teleportation marks, and other crazy things I could do.”

He nods. “Accurate. I also find that part about the trait most appealing. The wording indicates absolute stability against spatial warping, and then it mentions that your abilities can be connected to it, sharing in the Frame’s stability, meaning that the skills’ stability likely won’t be as absolute as the protections against spatial warping, but it’d likely be very impressive nonetheless. Well, now that we have that out of the way, why don’t you tell me what you’ve chosen?”
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                Book launch shill!

Hello again! It’s that time again, and yet another book of HDT has been released into the wild. But first, let’s thank Kotikomori for one of my favorite HDT covers! It is just perfect.
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Here is the ebook link for those who don’t want to read the rest of my yapping: https://www.royalroad.com/amazon/B0G1BL7S2V

 

Ebook 8 should come out in 3 to 4 months, so don’t be scared if you see Amazon saying something like it will release in a year - though most of you here already read it, heh.

As for Audiobook 6, the narrator is working on it and I hope it will be ready to launch sometime next month. I will share the release date as soon as I have it (on Discord, on RR, SH or on Patreon).

Another cool update! The Biscuit plushie campaign was successful and 460 of them were sold! Just a while longer and there will be many of them in people’s homes. How scary! I have not forgotten about my promise and there will be side story I promised and some cool commission!

To get back to Book 7, I know I say it with every book, but this one has several of my all-time favorite chapters where I allowed myself to go wild and experiment a little. It was a lot of fun.

 

Thank you all for reading this story of mine, and I hope you will find the time to leave a review on Amazon. It helps a lot!

Also, thanks to my beta readers, patrons, the people on here on Discord, and the people who leave nice comments on RR and SH. I read plenty of them and gobble up all of the compliments or insane theories - sometimes I steal some and use them in the story.

 

if you have time, please upvote the posts I made on reddit, thanks!

r/litrpg: https://www.reddit.com/r/litrpg/comments/1smdnvb/hell_difficulty_tutorial_book_7_is_out/

r/ProgressionFantasy: https://www.reddit.com/r/ProgressionFantasy/comments/1smdp7k/hell_difficulty_tutorial_book_7_is_out/

            


Chapter 794 - New trait


                “It is simple. I’ll be picking the blood,” I say.

Elian doesn’t show any reaction, but he gestures for me to continue.

“I think that out of all the traits, it works the best with the ones I already have, so they should sync well. The blood will flow through the entirety of my body, there are veins in my eyes and my brain, too. So, let’s say it isn’t the absolute best of my offers, but it is the second best. And given the high chance that it’ll make my other traits stronger, it is well worth the trade.”

For a moment, he seems disappointed. I guess he really wanted me to pick the parasite so I’d find myself having to constantly fight for my own mana with an intruder in my body, or the stomach, so I could cosplay as Biscuit. Though I really did want to eat the Sword of Aeons.

“That is correct,” Elian says almost unwillingly, fighting between his impulse to be a teacher and his weirdo scientist side. “With Empyrean Ichor, your blood will become something many would pay a high price to obtain. It will likely be more conductive than most mana-conductive paints. Though I would have preferred if you had chosen Mana-Absorbent Gastric Lining, Empyrean Ichor is also interesting. One of my disciples is even attempting to make something akin to a potion that would replenish mana reserves upon consumption. It is an interesting concept.”

“O-okay.”

Elian isn’t bothered at all. “As the description mentioned, a constant flow of such mana-rich blood will create a field within you that’ll strengthen your natural barrier. Furthermore, the very same blood will fill your Physique and flow through your eyes. It would be silly not to expect it to influence them in some way. Additional possible strengthenings, forced evolutions, and further options. I wonder, did you plan this out with such synchronization in mind?”

“Not really. The eyes and physique are mostly just what I got, though I did a lot to make them as powerful as possible. Before level 400, I did my best to gain as many achievements as possible to get the best possible trait selections. The System always says that it assigns rewards according to previous performance, so I tried to influence that a bit and then hoped for the best. I learned a bit from the trait grandpa, I forgot his name. He was from the Academy floor. Without the knowledge I gained from him, I would’ve likely picked the Halo.”

“You likely mean Hywel the Tyrant.”

“Yes, that guy.”

“In such a case, it makes sense. Very well, you can proceed with your selection. I will stay here with you to observe the process and offer assistance in case the pain gets to be too much, considering your low Constitution and how powerful this trait may turn out to be.”

I nod and read the notifications again. I hesitate a bit. Once I select the blood, the others will be gone, and I just can’t stop thinking about how powerful each of them could have been. That is my nature. I already have plans regarding how best to abuse each of them to the utmost: black mana orbs to eat, the Halo used with [Manifestation], [Ley Lines], and [Eclipse], or a shift in my combat style that would force the parasite to work for its rent while I constantly lured my opponents into triggering its lashes.

I can probably mimic some of these to an extent, but likely not in a way comparable to a fully strengthened and evolved trait. I just want them all. My greed for them and the arrogant thought that I should still be able to do some of it on my own fight with each other constantly.

Before confirming the option, I look at Elian, who observes me as I do. I question how much I can trust the guy. Then, I select the Empyrean Ichor and close my eyes.

 







 

The following 24 hours become a blurry mess as I sit there hunched over, elbows on my knees, and palms pressed against my eyes. My entire body feels as if someone is pulling a red-hot string of razor wire through every inch of me. It feels as if my blood has been set aflame, fire spreading through my veins as the pain rapidly increases.

It’s almost easy to endure. After the hell that was my body upgrade during the tournament, this feels familiar.

So, with my eyes closed, I observe the changes happening to my body. Someone like Lily could probably see much more, but I can still learn a thing or two here. I also begin to work on making changes to my Mana and Thermal Cycling.

I start thinking about how this might affect Lily’s healing mana, Sophie’s Thought Acceleration, or the telepathic link the twins create. I’m sure all those things are going to become more difficult, but at the current strength of my new trait, it shouldn’t be too much trouble. Though in the future, it surely will be.

For now, I’m sure I can find a way to allow Lily’s mana or the twins’ link through. It will weaken the effect of the trait and require active effort, but I expected as much.

 







 

By the second day, the pain has grown dull, but it still carries that burning sensation. I feel as if my brain and eyes are swelling until they might explode, and my hearts are beating violently against my ribs.

Once in a while, I cough up clots of blood, as if my body were trying to get rid of what remains to clear the way for the new supply. Gradually, the coughed-up blood contains bits of the new blood, which I notice right away. It is mostly because of how it looks to my eyes. Empyrean Ichor is so saturated in mana that it even surprises me.

And I’m not the only one.

I sense movement from Magi Elian. As I lift my head from my palms and look at him, he is staring at the bits of blood with eyes glowing in interest, holding his glasses in his hand.

For a faint moment, something akin to a smile twists his lips before he slowly puts his glasses back on and returns to his usual expression.

 







 

The third day, though the pain remains and the trait continues putting the finishing touches on its application, I feel like I’m up to about 90% of my normal capabilities, so it shouldn’t hinder me that much.

With interest, I watch a drop of my new blood fall from the tip of my finger. It is still a deep red, though in the right light and to the right eyes, there are visible, tiny white and golden particles glowing inside of it. In a strange sort of way, it’s kind of pretty.

Just from the sight of it, I can tell just how saturated it is with mana. It’s incomparable to the way before, even when it was saturated by the effects of my Physique. It’s reached the point now where I have to wonder if it could be put into a vial and used as a mana source overfilled mana stones.

Then, there are notifications I didn’t expect, which I leave hovering in front of me.

 



Due to the latest enhancements to your body, additional adjustments have been applied to your status to reflect your current state more accurately.

Preeminence Eyes 2/4 > Preeminence Eyes 2/5

Mana Physique 2/4 > Mana Physique 2/5

 



Insanity. I had hoped for this, but didn’t dare expect it.

Pure, fucking insanity.

Then there is also the Empyrean Ichor itself with five possible strengthenings.

And, for some goddamn reason, this as well.



[Empyrean Lance - lvl 40 > Empyrean Lance - lvl 41]

[Empyrean Lance - lvl 41 > Empyrean Lance - lvl 42]

[Empyrean Lance - lvl 42 > Empyrean Lance - lvl 43]

…

[Empyrean Lance - lvl 48 > Empyrean Lance - lvl 49]



At this point, I don’t know what to think. I just decide to roll with it all.

I look at Elian. “Would you say I fulfilled my part of the deal?”

The Magi takes a moment to look up from the droplets of my blood, finally meeting my gaze. He nods. “More than that. I thought I knew what to expect, yet I have proven myself to be a fool. It seems even after all these years, there is much I can still learn about arrogant confidence, even when it’s rightfully held for the most part.”

“I can’t even tell if you’re putting yourself down or bragging.”

He ignores me. A simple cube of mana forms over his hand as he speaks. “As for your promised lesson, I have thought on it. Doing something like this properly would take months, which we do not currently have. Instead, I will create a learning tool for you.”

As he talks, the cube begins to shift and stretch. I feel a wave of lightheadedness until Elian creates a barrier that blocks some of my Preeminence Eye senses.

“You must be feeling it, your new trait made your eyes more potent even without an evolution. It wasn’t that long ago that you strengthened them, either, so for the moment, something like this is too much for you. Here, I’ve made changes to the surrounding wavelengths so as not to overwhelm you.”

The cube shrinks and stretches, turning into a pair of round glasses not dissimilar from his own. They have a thin, silver metal frame and glass lenses.

When he hands them to me, I take them. No matter how deeply I observe them, I can’t tell that they weren’t simply made of glass and metal without breaking them. The System doesn’t even treat them as an item, so it is likely just his skill, pure mana shaped through either illusion or a surface treatment imitating different materials.

I feel no change, even as I put them on.

“They will help you filter out some of the information and resist the backlash. If you send a bit of your mana into them, it will trigger a training method I have created. As for the Everwood, I will make sure your handler receives it as per our deal. So, I must ask as well: have I fulfilled my part of our deal?”

Something about his tone puts me on edge. My attention shifts to him fully, and I stop paying attention to the glasses.

“Yes, you have,” I say slowly.

“Very well then. I like to be upfront, so I want to inform you that I have decided to further study your Empyrean Ichor. Your trait has proved far too fascinating, with impressive potential and many possibilities. I underestimated what it would become within your Mana Physique, much less with such a low-Constitution, highly mana-saturated body.”

“And if I say no?” I ask, thinking of the way Kyralon once told me someone called the Magi had tried to kidnap him for his Parallax Eyes.

Elian stands up and fixes his suit. “I do not think you have a choice in this matter. While your Beyond quest is only for a week, I believe I can destroy the connection you have to Beyond and the Tutorial. Of course, the System will notice and continuously attempt to restore it, but I can block those attempts, even if only for a week or two. In any other case, I would probably offer to let you study under me after your Tutorial or any other more peaceful way. But judging by the state of your body, there is a high chance you won’t survive, or that you’ll die throwing yourself into danger. I won’t lose a subject that-”

He stops talking as the entire place shakes violently.

For the first time, Elian moves hurriedly. He removes his glasses and lifts his hand, and a golden spherical barrier surrounds what feels like the entire base we are on.

In the next moment, stones from the asteroid belt I saw before begin to smash against that barrier soundlessly. Many of them are several times larger than the base and move at incredible speeds, yet the base endures without its surface so much as wobbling as the enormous stones break apart.

Elian’s focus fully turns away from me, his movements losing their arrogant, noble grace in exchange for raw, predatory efficiency. He swings out with a flat palm, carving a miles-wide horizontal rift into the cold void of space. The tear opens with a scream audible even though the vacuum, a jagged white scar of pure force that bleeds a light so intense it makes the nearby star look dim in comparison.

For a heartbeat, the sun itself seems to pale. Then, the rift collapses into a single brilliant white orb that continues to scream as it hovers over her palm.

In the sudden shadow of the dimmed star, a single figure remains. She hangs suspended in the void, a mere speck of dust compared to the celestial object behind her, yet she exerts a presence that feels as if she’s physically overwhelming it. The massive flares of the star seem to recoil and bow in her presence, making the gargantuan star look like nothing more than a flickering candle behind her back.

“Elian, how dare you try to take what’s mine.” Her voice reverberates as if she is speaking from everywhere and nowhere at once. It is quiet, but audible. And threatening.

“Lady Greed, please exclude yourself from this situation,” the Magi answers in a similar fashion.

            


Chapter 795 - Your guys’ fault


                “As if I would.”

“There’s no need to be so emotional, Lady Greed. I’m surprised to see you react this way. I wouldn’t have expected you to come here in your true form over such a minor inconvenience.”

“You always were a bit dim, Elian.”

“How rude.”

The white orb hovering over her hand explodes. A rain of that same light pours down against the base, only to be stopped by that golden barrier. But this time, its surface ripples and wobbles.

Then, a section of the star’s surface stops moving. Flares halt entirely and then begin to move like living beings, throwing themselves into the portal that appears between them. We’re still pretty far away, too, so for me to see it at all, the scale must be beyond comprehension.

Beside Ruby, space itself splits open. A narrow rift tears through the void, and fire pours out of it in never ending waves. Orange and red flames spiral around her, growing higher, wilder. Her red hair lifts with the rising heat, spreading out to either side, striking against the endless black around her.

An attack I cannot see hits the barrier, and cracks appear. A portion of the golden barrier starts to melt, beginning to drip down like liquid.

“You think I won’t attack you seriously, Elian? Either fight me or fuck off.” Ruby’s voice bounces inside the chamber during all that.

I attempt to move but feel my movements halted, along with the flow of my mana. All the while, Elian doesn’t even turn my way, “Is he one of your silly weapon projects?” the Magi asks, maintaining his nonchalant behavior.

“Something like that,” Ruby says. She flicks her hand as if brushing away a fly, yet the casual motion knocks aside an attack I cannot even see, let alone follow.

In the next instant, a tiny hole appears in the star, as if something has punched straight through it. It’s a hole large enough for me to see even from this distance. It closes as quickly as it appeared, but the shock remains.

There is no way I saw that correctly, right?

“You seem to have leveled up your skill,” Ruby snickers. “I would maybe consider it more impressive if you hadn’t used your base to power that attack just now.”

“It’s something I’ve been wanting to test for a while now, and your presence just offered a great opportunity. Even so, I have to acknowledge I’m a bit disappointed by the results. Nonetheless, I’ll be working on some improvements.” Elian takes a small step closer toward the glass of the dome. “I find it very curious that you would go this far. In the past, you haven’t reacted this way. What is your goal with this…”

He doesn’t get to finish as the base shakes and a light blinds me entirely for a moment.

When the light clears, Ruby is nowhere to be seen, and the view is reduced to little more than a wall of churning flames, and I realize we, the entire base, have been teleported closer to the star. The star we’re currently falling into. The base groans, a deep metallic scream that vibrates through the floor and my bones.

Elian doesn’t even flinch. He’s already moving his hands, weaving those white inscriptions of his into the air. He moves swiftly, recreating a golden barrier through which a dense web of white inscriptions begins to spread. The barrier forms in great hexagonal segments, and the parts that connect them glow with a deep golden light.

“To throw a tantrum of this scale requires a lack of efficiency I find highly exhausting.” Elian sighs while looking at the star, not me.

He presses his palm against the glass. The inscriptions flare, and the entire base jerks. It shudders again, harder this time. A hairline crack appears on the cupola glass.

I can still feel my mana locked down, but the sheer kinetic energy of the base moving toward the star is overwhelming. We’re accelerating, and the golden barrier is starting to char at multiple places.

Then, for the first time in a while, I find that I can move.

Ruby is still gone, but her voice sounds from everywhere at once. “This time I’ll let it pass, Elian, and I won’t destroy your precious toy. But there is a price you will have to pay for breaking the rules.”

“You’ve never cared for them before, Lady Greed,” the Magi snorts. Under his will, the base gradually slows down until it stops moving. The fight I cannot hope to observe continues even now.

“But that is incorrect. I’ve always liked the rules, especially when I can use them to my advantage.” Ruby laughs, and next to me, a portal appears.

There’s something about the whole thing that makes me think Ruby has a reason for all of this, so I grab two fur pelts from the bench and step toward the center where the Fragment of The Eternal Fire burns. For a fleeting moment, I think I should try to take it. To endure it for a second and enter the portal where that crazy redheaded woman can take care of it.

But I just know I would die. This flame is made of ten of them combined, and none of them is the tutorial’s recreation. All of them are pure fragments, like mine.

So instead, I grab one of the white wood logs.

For the first time, Elian turns around. He looks my way, annoyed, but he is too busy defending his base. Before he can say anything, I shoot an [Empyrean lance] at him. He lets it happen, and the lance doesn’t so much as send a ripple across his skin, it breaks against his face, dissolving into mana particles that rain down around him.

The Magi looks at me with utter shock, but as quickly as it appeared, it disappears. “You have attacked me in hopes it would trigger the conflict clause of my vow and erase my knowledge of your trait.”

I don’t even wait for him to finish. I step through the portal, but his voice chases me from the other side. “Did you seriously think I would even consider something of that level an attack!?” His voice rises for a short moment. “Mister Gwyn, you have so much to learn. If you survive your tutorial, come and find me. I will share the Coordinates of a place you will be able to find me with your tiresome Handler.”

The portal closes. Instead of the never ending space filled with stars and nebulae that Ruby likes so much, I find myself in a space no bigger than a closet. It is still lit by lights that look like stars, and everything else is black with no visible borders, but I know they’re there by the way they restrict my movements.

I am currently being squeezed in here with Ruby, and the two of us are pressed against each other. Her face is so close I can pick up the fine details of her yellow eyes and her trait, as well as the faint hints of her freckles on her cheeks.

“This is new. Did you have to move out because of the rent?” I say. I try to move, but instead, I only find myself pressing against her, as her forehead hits my nose.

“So fucking funny,” she grumbles. “Elian did that while we were on our way out. It’s all that asshole is good for, being a goddamn nuisance.” She exhales, and I feel her warm breath brushing my cheek. Her shoulder nudges mine, and a strand of hair slips across my face. Suddenly, the space between us feels even smaller.

“Well,” I mutter, “at least he’s consistent.”

“I wonder,” she says after a second and looks up, directly into my eyes. “You’re so annoying that I don’t know why I don’t just burn you down to a concept.”

I blink, caught off guard. “That… sounds extreme. Just a tiny bit.”

Instead of a reaction, something pushes me, and I find myself falling, crashing against the floor in a familiar space. Next to me lie the two fur pelts and the white wood log. I quickly check their descriptions, disappointed to find they are considered materials only.

“Why are they only at pristine rarity?” I ask Ruby, who’s already sitting back behind her wooden table, acting as if nothing happened.

“Most attendees would cry with joy to even get their hands on something of pristine rarity during their tutorial.” She is leaning back in her chair. “But let’s not waste time. Go into the system shop and buy an item called a Tutorial Stay Token. I just unlocked it for you, so it should appear there.”

Her voice is serious, so I access my shop to do so, but the price surprises me. “It costs half a million shards.”

“Yes. You used a two-week Beyond Stay Token to get here, and nine days of it still remain. That’ll be too long. Buy it, return to the tenth floor as soon as possible, and try to complete that floor quest immediately. Don’t ask for more, this is truly the limit of what I can say. You owe me, again.”

I look into her eyes for a few moments before I buy the token.

“What is this all about?” I ask.

From behind her table, she sighs. “As always, it’s all your guys’ fault. I thought there would be more time so you could do your Beyond quest, but your tenth floor is already a huge mess, and it’s going to get much worse. Thankfully, Elian was his typical self, so I was able to improvise and use it as an excuse to get you out.”

“That’s not all, right? I know you better than that,” I say as I stand up and continue to look at her until a small smile appears on her lips.

“It is in my nature to be greedy. I sent you to Elian because I expected him to do what he did. Now, I will use his actions to threaten him with Diligence and the resulting consequences of his actions. In exchange for my silence, I finally have the opportunity to pry a certain item from his collection that I’ve been wanting for a long time. Are you disappointed?”

“As if,” I snort. I gesture at the pelts and logs. “Guard these for me for a while.”

“I will.”

“Oh, and by the way, Ruby?”

“Yes?”

“F-ant-astic job today.”

“Screw off.”

 







 

I return to the tenth floor a few moments later. The area I find myself in is empty, and nothing seems amiss other than the communication arrays in the sky, spreading as far as I can see. They also seem to have a detection component to them, though it appears to be aimed at something oddly specific.

I fix the glasses on my nose and quickly move back toward the city. As I get to it, I can see it’s gotten even busier than it was before, but in a way that suggests people are fleeing. Flying ships and airships move constantly, heading in directions away from here. There are no defenses or restrictions against people entering, but the array is supercharged, constantly prepared to deflect an attack.

As I move through the streets, the crowding becomes more noticeable. Large numbers of people are packing their belongings into carriers and arguing with officials. There are flying orbs that seem to be something like security drones that hover low over the streets, sweeping all over the place.

Still, there are plenty of people who don’t seem to care, an amount that seems to account for just over half.

Not wasting time, I hurry toward the tower where we’ve been staying. I reach our floor, where Maya lets me in. She looks surprised, but she lets me in without question.

I don’t even have to ask her anything before she hurriedly explains, “One of the Champions died the other day, not that far away from here, and the Absolute is going to be returning to this planet. By the way, what the hell is up with those glasses?”

Before I can answer, Maya shakes her head as if it doesn’t matter, her voice jumping a bit when she says, “Everyone says it was a goddamn Weredeer that killed the Champion.”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    As I warned you, Book 10 was completed on Patreon! That means I will be going on a two week long break to rest a bit and plan out some stuff.

During these two weeks, all chapters will be paused on RR and Patreon as well.

HDT will return to RR on May 4th at the usual time - please take timezones into consideration.

 

During the break, I will try to write the side story I promised for the successful Biscuit campaign. I will likely have people vote for it on Discord where I promised special role to the buyers, otherwise, I can’t imagine how voting would work with so many buyers on RR, Patreon, and Discord, and all the trouble of confirming it. Hell, I will likely just pick the idea I like the most and you guys will have to trust me that it will be something fun.



You can share your idea for the side story in the comments!

Or on the discord: https://discord.com/invite/s5ARCv7kfG

 

Anyway, thank you all for reading! I hope you are enjoying the current arc and I will see you in two weeks!



                



Chapter 796 - Sir Elydor


                I stare at Maya for a while longer before I push past her and walk into the common room and sink into an armchair with a sigh.

My thoughts race in my head as I absorb the information I just received. While I’m hoping for the situation to turn out a certain way, I keep coming to the same conclusion. This will likely get worse than it already has.

“Where are the others?” I ask Maya, who joins me nearby.

“Min-Jae is working at the docks. He-”

“Maya, sorry to interrupt you, but one of the eleven most powerful people in this world died, and Min-Jae decided to go and get his first j*b?”

“J*b? What did you even say? Did… did you just bleep yourself? Did you mean ‘job’?”

“Please, we don’t say the J-Word out loud.”

“Whatever, I think the boys have been having a bigger influence on you than you think. But yeah, something like that. J*b. The docks here are always searching for people with specializations that can help with work, and one of their scouts noticed Min-Jae’s gravitational energy. Apparently, it’s rare enough that they made him a really good offer, and a few of the wealthier natives were almost bowing to him. Not like rich rich people, but important ones, so he went with it and is currently using that to gather information in the meantime.”

“If you say it like that, it makes a little bit of sense,” I say as I stop by the couch with Lily and poke her cheek, “and this lazy ass?”

“She hasn’t moved since we got here, so we’ve been rotating who stays with her. By the way, what’s with the glasses? Surprisingly enough, they fit you. I mean, I know how rotten your personality is, but if I didn’t know you, I would say you have that confident, smart, talented, arrogant young rich professor vibe. Well, if you actually wore proper clothes.”

I turn to her and give her a look, and don’t bother to answer.

She quickly nods, “Yes, that look right there, but, anyway. Tess and the twins are spying on the auction house where we suspect the egg is being held. Apparently, they’ll sell some great item from time to time and then keep it in their safe until it moves to the customer. Izzy, Sophie, Noodle, and Biscuit have been doing… Well, whatever it is they do. I think they were going by the thought that they could probably put Biscuit into the auction and try to sell him as a rare beast, and hopefully, he would get closer to the egg. Don’t look at me like that, Nat. It was Izzy’s idea, but surprisingly, she and Sophie confirmed it could work after ‘talking’ to some people, if you know what I mean.”

“Maya, this floor is a mess.”

“Tell me about it.”

“No, I mean a true mess. We probably only have a few days before things start to get catastrophic, like the end of the world bad. Don’t ask me how, I myself have no idea, but they will. If I picked things up right, the Champion’s death is just the start. So we’d better hurry and get the egg and then keep it somewhere for these three days.”

“If even you’re saying that, I think I might need to start worrying. Tess and the twins should be back soon, so you should talk to them about it.”

“You’re only saying that to pass the responsibility and decision making off on her,” I blame her.

And with that, Maya stands up and does an elegant curtsie, the kind one might see in a ballroom, and smiles brightly.

 







 

As Maya said, Tess and the twins return around thirty minutes later. Their faces grow more relaxed once they enter the common room, and they throw themselves into the seats around us. Tess is currently still wearing an eyepatch over her eye. But this one looks more elegant. A nice one made of black leather. There are no straps at all, just an eyepatch, so I suspect that she’s constantly keeping it pressed against her eye with her [Psychokinesis].

And I wonder why it fits her so much and makes her look so cool.

“What’s with that arrogant, annoying rich young professor look…” Dennis doesn’t get to finish.

“I already asked,” Maya says.

The two of them jump into conversation while Tess sits in an armchair opposite me and says seriously, “ Bambi’s curse is back and stronger than ever before.”

I nod just as seriously, “The Dusk Deer Biscuit dragged here and left behind reanimated because of blood or mana radiation from the fingers, and then ate them?”

“That’s what we think too,” Tess nods, “But to have killed a Champion already, that Lycan’s blood must have been something else.”

I shrug, “Apparently, one of the most powerful werewolves in the system. Did you guys get one and a half million shards each?”

“That was you?” Aaron jumps in, sitting nearby.

“I brought the hand to Beyond and traded it there. I still think I got scammed, and I probably could have gotten more, but now I’m also glad I didn’t leave it behind.”

The mood turns slightly solemn as they think of that, and I give it a thought as well. Most of all, I wonder how the situation would’ve looked like if I really had left it here.

“Well, it was obvious the curse would return,” I say, still remembering the deer I skinned and how, according to some truly unreliable sources, I did such a terrible job with it that the spirit of that deer cursed me, so that now we have a deer problem. “I already told Maya, but we need to clear this floor fast. Getting our hands on the egg today would be perfect, possibly tomorrow, or if we are lucky, we can get away with taking it in another day or two. But I really think we don’t want to stay here for too long.”

After that, I explain all the information I’ve gained recently, and the twins add me to the link so I can talk to the others as well. Since it’s foreign mana, my new trait resists it, forcing them to expend far more mana to establish a link, and requires an active effort from me just to keep the connection alive.

In the end, the effort I need to expend is greater than I anticipated. Even as I make further modifications, I wonder just how much more difficult this is going to be in the future, after a few strengthenings.

I also share a bit of info about my new blood so the others can help figure out if we can make use of it somehow. Then, while they’re busy sharing ideas with the others, I listen to Tess.

“I think the egg is still being held in the auction house. It is widely regarded as the safest storage anywhere. I don’t have it confirmed, so I could be wrong. It could as well have been moved once the Champion died. Hell, the Champion it was intended for could be the one that died.”

“Any auctions coming up soon?” I ask.

“Not for a week at least. So the only way in is by using some connection to someone very powerful to get a tour of the auction house’s stores, or possibly get into one of the parties they have there, where they often make a show of the items to be auctioned. However, I don’t know if there will be any in this situation. And even if they do, they likely won’t be showing the egg as it’s already been sold.”

“We have two pristine items from the last floor. We could act like we want to auction them off and store them before that.”

Tess nods, “I thought the same and started looking into that.”

“Izzy wanted to sell Biscuit, I heard.”

That causes Tess to smile a little bit, “Silly, isn’t it? As much as she has grown and as much as she can understand people, she is still just a kid, so some of her ideas can be like that. But honestly, just between us, I don’t think it’s that bad of an idea,” her voice turns to a whisper as she says so.

“I suspect Biscuit would treat it as a game and enjoy the experience. Even if he had to stay there for three days, the quest would be completed, and he would get the portal to the next floor.”

“The question is how good of an actor does he make,” she says. “We can sell one of the low pristine items to have money to throw around at our problems. A lot of money means quicker solutions. Then we can sell even more upper arcane items we have or materials. It won’t be that much of a problem. Lastly, we can either try to sell Biscuit or the remaining low pristine item. You said you want to hurry, so we’ll do so. Some low pristine item doesn’t matter in exchange if it makes us safer.”

“Not at all. Then we could throw around some of my blood as well. Say things like we’ve found some kind of fancy new monsters with plenty more to trade. I have a feeling it would be expensive. And if Lily wakes up, she could show off her healing a little bit and see what it causes.”

Tess furrows her brow at that, “Even if it is a new trait, wouldn’t people be able to tell that it’s human blood, not a monster’s?”

“And wouldn’t that work even better?” I lean back in my armchair and put my feet up, shoeless and near Lily’s face, as I wiggle my toes next to her nose, “If they find out the blood is mine, they might try to kidnap me and hide me somewhere near the egg. Or we kidnap them in exchange and gather information that way.”

As I finish talking, I ignore the disgusted looks I get from Tess and Maya and continue to move my toes near Lily’s face, “And you, wake up already.”

 







 

POV Sophie Martinez

It has been almost a day since Nathaniel returned to the 10th floor.

And it has been one day since, according to witnesses present in the room, Lily woke up after Nathaniel, for some reason, stuck his toes under her nose. To this hour, I regret not being there when it happened. As Dennis described it, Lily opened her eyes and took a deep breath as if surfacing from a long stay underwater. Coincidentally, his socks were in front of her face right around that time.

Dennis says she threw him across the entirety of the room and slammed him against the enchanted glass, which is as thick as my forearm, and yet still managed to crack it.

Nat, likely to protect his dignity, has said it was nothing to worry about, but Maya says it’s possible that he almost died with his hummingbird constitution.

After realizing what had happened, Lily begged him for forgiveness and kept healing him nonstop while saying sorry. Or at least until Nat asked her why the heck she has two hearts now. Apparently, our crazy little healer was inspired by Nat’s Ignition Heart, with the exception that hers transforms bits of her mana into more of that gray mana she has, compresses it, and increases her immediate output of [Disintegration].

Apparently, she’d been working on it, even while she was unconscious.

Since then, things have gone full throttle. The twins joined Min-Jae to support him with his plan to get into the auction house by making himself important and gaining connections with the extremely rich Hadon Trans-Orbital Dockyards. Tess and Maya are currently serving as bodyguards and advisors for Lily, and they went with the “healers are always so goddamn important, so let’s abuse it again” plan.

Meanwhile, I ended up with Izzy, Nathaniel, Noodle, and Biscuit.

All three of us are dressed in expensive clothes. Me and Izzy are in matching yellow dresses, along with a few of the upper-arcane items we have in the form of beautiful jewelry. Nathaniel is wearing a well fitted light gray suit with a pale yellow tie and those silver round glasses he’s taken to wearing.

Izzy carries Biscuit in her arms, and the corgi is the smallest I have ever seen him. A tiny puppy, but without those budding deer antlers. It took us like ten minutes to get Nat to stop cuddling him.

Though the air around Nat is very different now. His posture is straight, and every movement radiates confidence and arrogance, even more so than his usual relaxed state. Even his expression carries some of that, instead of being entirely empty as we walk through one of the publicly accessible hallways of the auction house.

Our contact waits for us at the end of it and bows deeply. “I greet the beautiful ladies and sir…”

“You may call me Elydor,” Nathaniel says, barely paying him any attention.

Like me, even this guy must know the name is fake, but he doesn’t seem to mind. That’s just what you get when you throw enough money at the problem.

Another man moves closer, bowing to the first man and then to us. But before he can say anything, Nat throws some of this planet’s currency we got for the upper arcane items and one of our low-pristine ones at the man. Coins with holes punched through the center through which a chain has been threaded.

I begin to sweat as I realize the value of them as I recognise the coins, wondering if Nat has no idea, doesn’t care, or if it is all part of his act.

That chain with the coins hits the man straight in his face before Nat says with confident, noble arrogance, “You. Exclude yourself from this situation.”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    The break is over and we are back to the usual schedule! I hope you are as rested as I am!



                



Chapter 797 - Empathy


                POV Sophie Martinez

Both of the men are feylith. While our contact shows no reaction and his hair stays brown as well as his eyes, the man hit by the money chain turns his hair and eyes to pale red before they shift to white.

I noticed, but there’s no sense to the color of their hair. For one person, anger could be white, while for someone else, it might be black. It is just that each individual has their own colors and their own range.

Our contact quickly gestures at the new man, who bows and grabs the chain from the ground. I calculate the worth of two upper arcane items on them.

“I apologize for my colleague, Sir Elydor.”

“Let’s not waste my precious time on such annoying things,” Nathaniel steps ahead as if he owns the place, and our contact is forced to follow behind him. “As my servant has informed you, I’m willing to auction off one of the two beasts I bought for my daughter.”

“But I want them both!” Izzy sobs quietly. Through our link, she quickly shares information on the emotions of the people. I meanwhile don’t make any attempts to directly manipulate the feylith man with us, but nudge him, just a tiny bit, gently so none of his potential means of detection spark up.

“How tiresome. Well, if you want them both, maybe you shouldn’t shame me in front of my… business partners.” Nathaniel fixes his glasses and looks at our contact. “I’m not cruel enough to take both the snake and whatever beast the second one is, but it is a lesson she needs to learn. Do you not agree?”

“O-of course, I-”

Nathaniel doesn’t even let the feylith finish and sighs. “Spoiled, that’s what she is. But at least she has some talent for combat. Would you agree that being so close to level 300 at her age is somewhat impressive?”

“Yes, Sir Elydor, I find it very im…”

“Yes, yes. So, which beast do you think would be more interesting for your auction house?”

To that, the feylith pauses our walk and looks at Izzy. It forces Nathaniel to stop, after which he shows his impatience by tapping the tip of a foot on the marble floor. Biscuit is currently dozing off and pretending to sleep. His tiny tail wags a little bit to show how much fun he’s having. Meanwhile, Noodle is coiled around Izzy’s arm and curiously observing the area with his six green eyes.

“Honestly, Sir Elydor. This isn’t how we usually go about things. There are procedures and protocols our auction house must follow.”

“I find it remarkably foolish that you believe me incapable of noting all the ways in which these protocols are quickly forgotten when there is money to be made.” Nathaniel sounds as if he is making fun of him. “Well, my dear friend. I plan to leave as soon as possible with that Weredeer still around. If I sell one of the pets, it will mean less trouble when travelling.”

“But I want them both!”

“Isabella, I have to say I’m disappointed in your lack of decorum. But what would I expect, considering the amount of time you’ve been spending with your mother. I always told her she was spoiling you.” Nathaniel looks at me.

It catches me off guard, but as planned, I stay quiet and give him a very angry look before looking away.

The silence is awkward, and the feylith man steps from foot to foot and laughs a bit nervously, though Nathaniel doesn’t seem to mind it at all.

“Feisty, isn’t she? At least I have a few more wives that are nicer to me.”

At this point, I can’t help but send through the link, (The fuck?)

Izzy sends a message as well, (Soph, be careful with your nudging. He seems to have a bit of training.)

I quickly answer, (I know, I’m modifying my strategy.)

Nathaniel doesn’t show the slightest reaction and turns to the feylith. “You have my permission to look at the beast. I’ve already seen how you can’t take your eyes off him.”

“Was I that obvious?” The feylith laughs awkwardly and steps towards Izzy before saying, “May I, little Lady?”

“NO!” Izzy shouts and hides Biscuit in her arms. “My friends will make fun of me if you sell one of them! They’ll call us poor again, and I will never be able to marry!”

(Nat, I want to make him begin to think we are in financial trouble. Try to brag a bit more about how rich you are,) She shares.

I start to think that maybe my sister and Nat are enjoying this too much, as I see him work the act.

“Isabella, we aren’t poor,” Nathaniel says with mild disbelief, like she just announced something deeply inconvenient rather than emotionally dramatic. “We are, in fact, offensively wealthy,” he continues, brushing imaginary dust from his sleeve. “Which makes this display rather confusing.”

The feylith laughs again, thin and unsure, as if he has been accidentally invited into a family argument and doesn’t yet know which side is safer.

(Push a bit, Sophie.) I receive.

“Yes, Sir Elydor, no one of proper standing would ever assume-”

Nathaniel glances at him with his cold, differently colored eyes, his trait constantly shifting behind the glasses. The man immediately stops talking and shifts his attention back to a safer target.

He steps closer, eyes tracing the line of Noodle’s body. “The serpent’s mana structure is unusual,” he murmurs almost involuntarily. “I think I also sense a fragment within it. How curious and exotic. It would attract collectors who value uniqueness.”

Nathaniel does not look at him and instead begins to observe a statue nearby. “And the other one?”

At that, the feylith lowers his head and looks at the nearly sleeping pretend corgi. He observes him very deeply and even puts on an item in the shape of a monocle. Then he reaches out, takes Biscuit from Izzy’s arms, and holds him up in the air by his scruff.

(Stop.)

It takes me a moment to realize that it’s Biscuit saying it. Then another that it is meant for Nat, and not me.

When I look at him, he stands there with his eyes wide open. They are terrifying. Gray and brown, and the golden light trying to push from behind his black pupils.

That gaze isn’t even the worst part. I know that if he willed it, the entirety of his mana would move in an instant to fill this hallway, like a walking nuclear reactor just waiting to explode. I also see how close he was to doing it, too. This lunatic wouldn’t care at all, he would turn this feylith man into a smear of blood on the wall.

Meanwhile, Biscuit doesn’t react much. He just opens his eyes and blinks slowly while the feylith man holds him and talks, unaware of Nathaniel’s expression. “How surprisingly cute, this little beast. I have to say, I’ve never actually seen this specific one. The serpent is rare, yes, but something about this one… its musculature suggests extraordinary compression strength,” he murmurs. “If it were displayed in a controlled demonstration, the bids would be… enthusiastic.”

“Did you buy it already?” Nathaniel asks in a cold voice.

The feylith doesn’t seem to be aware of the danger as he continues to curiously observe and probe the corgi. “Sir Elydor, of course, I didn’t buy anything yet. It is not that simple.” He even laughs.

“Why are you touching something that is mine, then?” That lunatic’s voice becomes even colder. He takes a step that feels too loud, as if it were bouncing off every wall in the hallway.

“He is not an item, father! He is a living being.” Izzy takes Biscuit from the man’s arms and takes a step back.

Only then does Nathaniel’s expression begin to shift back to normal as the feylith says calmly to her, “Everything is an item, young lady. The difference lies in who controls the exchange.”

The feylith laughs softly, trying to ease the atmosphere, though his hair flickers faintly toward pale gold.

(Greed, layered with apprehension. He’s also looking down at you and seems very smug about it. Brag about how rich you are to confirm his feelings. As Nathaniel says something and the man begins to answer, you can push a bit more, Soph,) Izzy sends in the link.

As the feylith turns back to him, Nathaniel finally smiles. “I must say, your comprehension of the purpose of this visit is abysmal,” he says calmly. “I am not here because I need coin. I am here because I dislike crowds.”

In reaction to that, the feylith opens his mouth, and I push. I touch his mind, feel the movements of his thoughts, and then push and pull in all the right places. It is almost all instinctual, something I can feel and modify in accordance with his reactions, changing things even before my conscious mind perceives them.

For a faint moment, he furrows his brow, but it soon smoothes out, and he smiles.

(Arrogance. He is looking down at you. Annoyance at the way you’ve been treating him. Great interest in Biscuit,) Izzy shares right away.

“I’m afraid I need to go now, Sir Elydor, but why don’t we meet again tomorrow at the same time? Somewhere more private within our Auction House?”

(Good, this will let him feel like he punished you, and the moved meeting makes him feel he is more in control. Tell him you don’t have time, Nat.)

“Do not take me for some-”

And for the first time, the feylith interrupts Nat. “I said, I have time tomorrow.”

As Nat opens and closes his mouth, his words dying before he can spit them out, he clenches his teeth and gives a stiff nod.

I notice a patch of the man’s hair shift to a dark red hue, and then he smiles.

 







 

POV Nathaniel

As we leave the auction house, I keep my posture upright and offer Sophie my arm. She hangs onto it as we walk through the street, maintaining the image just in case they’re watching us. To further sell the lie, we’ve even rented a house located a few levels above where Group 4 currently lives. Someone might call it a waste of money, but we have to be sure.

Only once we are back inside the tower and safely within Group 4’s rooms do we drop the act. Sophie pulls away from me, and Biscuit floats into my arms, as I begin to pet him. I don’t have a crown floating over my head, but I am storing mana inside my body. Ruler of Diligence, be my witness, that the auction house will burn to the ground before this floor ends.

“You almost fucking attacked him right there!” Sophie shouts at me.

“I think it would have added to my act of an arrogant noble hiding his identity if I had,” I defend myself.

“I don’t think so, Nat,” the traitor Izzy says, supporting her sister.

“Want to see something, Izzy?” I ask as I undo my tie, throw it over an armchair, and shrug off my suit jacket. “Feel my emotions now and tell me if I’m lying when I say I would react the same if anyone from our group was treated that way in Biscuit’s place.”

Sophie doesn’t even let her sister answer. “I just want to know if you realize what almost happened and to be sure that you won’t splat the guy if he decides to be a dick tomorrow.”

“I probably won’t do that. Right, Biscuit?” I swing him gently while holding him in my hands, and he woofs a few times.

 







 

We make our preparations, and I let Sophie and Izzy talk it out. With part of my mind, I listen to Izzy explaining what the man felt, which hair and eye colors match which emotions, and theorizing over the best way to make him do what we want. We conclude that tomorrow we will return with just Izzy, me, Biscuit, and Noodle.

A part of me finds it scary how easily Izzy talks about the man’s emotions, where to push to get him to do exactly what she wants, all the while making him think it was all his own idea. Unlike what Sophie does, our little empath’s ability leaves no trace. Damn, she even mentions that she can sense when the man suspects something and knows exactly how to make him drop it, making him feel confident and in control instead. She proved as much earlier today.

It all makes me remember Adrian. He’s an empath as well, but unlike Izzy, he’s much more ruthless and never minds using it to his advantage. The memories I saw from Lioren tell me that Adrian started with [Empathy] the same way Izzy did. Considering you usually start with skills you have a talent for, skills that come from within, I find the comparison interesting.

Two people. One of them gained [Empathy] because she had a talent for feeling people’s emotions and wanted to help them. And another with the very same talent, but he used it to exploit people for his own ends.

The skill might not look like much, but combined with the fact that it’s among the most difficult to detect. It can be truly terrifying.

That night, I watch the city from the tower and notice a great deal of movement down there. Encrypted messages are being passed along, people are moving through the darkness. Someone important and very powerful seems to pass by for a moment before heading west, back toward where we entered this floor.

I don’t think we have much time. My mood hardens, and I confirm with myself that I will be ready tomorrow, so I don’t hesitate. If necessary, I will kill everyone in that auction house. With my black mana and Biscuit’s help, I can erase all traces, and Noodle can just eat the egg to transport it out without being detected. It’s something he’s already proved himself capable of pulling off.

Likely sensing these emotions, our empath steps onto the balcony and looks toward the night city with me. She doesn’t say a word, only briefly squeezing my hand before going back inside.

And as I gaze down on all these lights alone, I continue to think that it used to be easier to kill people. Even now, I don’t differentiate that much between tutorial natives, attendees, or the locals in Beyond. Yet I find that the more powerful I become and the more options I have, the less I like taking such an easy route.

I still know I can do it. I wouldn’t hesitate to burn this entire, fake, tutorial, city to the ground, and I won’t feel sad if anything like that happened. Still, something in there is changing.

And so I wonder. Maybe, just like that feylith today, I too have been manipulated into what I am by that green-eyed girl.

Or maybe it’s just me.

            


Chapter 798 - Beneath the Inverse Pyramid


                As we enter the auction house that I am sure has a fancy name, though it will never be more than a simple auction house to me, we are led through the hallway by one of the servants. As before, I notice that there are arrays splitting the building into different zones, and each of the people working here has some sort of implant in their body that gives them access to their assigned zones and no more.

I suspect it also makes records for higher ups to check who was in what zones and when, and likely a few more fancy functions. Our contact seems to be one of the higher ups here, likely thanks to the amount of money Tess threw at one of the shadier information guilds to set up this meeting.

Currently, only Izzy, Noodle, Biscuit, and I are here. This is after Izzy asked her sister to stay behind because the man is likely to feel more confident if there are fewer of us. Or as Izzy phrased it: “Without a pretty young woman making him nervous.”

Of course, that mind manipulating sister of hers agreed after such thorough flattery, so here we are. I maintain my image and greet the feylith man as the servant leaves. With a few words, I still act apologetic for my wife not being here.

(He feels relief, but also seems a bit sad. I think he really does think Soph was pretty.) Izzy chuckles through the connection. Meanwhile, Noodle watches curiously as before, and Biscuit has his fun acting like he is asleep. He even tries to make a snoring noise, but his swinging tail gives him away. Again.

Biscuit…

“Why don’t we head into some of the parts of the auction house that aren’t normally accessible to normal people?” the feylith smiles and leads us through the hallways that are elegantly but richly decorated. There is golden metal, wooden carved walls, a lot of what looks like expensive stone, and all those things.

Once in a while, he stops near certain items in display cases and gives us a short presentation of what they are. None of them is all that important or useful, and mostly have historical value, and that value only seems to increase the deeper we go.

Yes, this auction house is in the shape of an inverted pyramid, a big one that looks like it should collapse under its weight. But instead of going up, we’re headed in the opposite direction.

There is a central node that has plenty of hallways and stairways up where I thought the more valuable items would be, in rooms full of sunlight and a gradually improving view the higher you go. Instead, we find a single hidden hallway, and the door unlocks after a signal from the feylith man, and we head underground. Once there, I begin to suspect another pyramid exists, but this one is right side up and much smaller than the one on the surface.

Passing through the central node of the underground pyramid, the colors begin to change. Stone turns black, the wood on the walls is darker, and golden inlays have been replaced with silver. The ceiling is entirely made out of what looks like gently glowing sheets of some unknown material. That light is easy on the eye while properly lighting everything there, but it nonetheless creates a very different sort of atmosphere.

Izzy begins to shout in excitement as she continues to put up her act, and the feylith gives her another lesson while leading us deeper and deeper. There are no elevators, so we are using the stairs. Once in a while, we meet other people. There are selari, human, and lumoran men and women wearing noble clothes, and feylith people working here who mostly wear the same sleek black suit.

And that’s how we end up in a cozy looking lounge with a glass case in the center with a wooden dagger floating and slowly spinning inside.

So far, all’s going according to plan. The man is cockier than before, taking advantage of what he thinks is Sir Elydor, the noble with financial trouble, and Izzy and I feed into it with well timed reactions.

We almost get to the point of straight up selling Biscuit.

Almost.

All communications cut off out of nowhere, and I hear a loud rumble somewhere outside. The case in the center rattles slightly, and the lights at the ceiling flicker for a moment before switching color from a cozy mix of orange and white to blue. My Ley Lines and telepathic links are gone as well, leaving us stuck in here with this guy. Even my link to Izzy is removed, likely due to a mechanism they use to “clear” things like that.

“Bowen, any idea what is happening?” a feylith woman shouts as she rushes past the underground lounge we are in. Her hair and eyes are both bright pink.

“Just follow the procedure! The Champion-Class Interference Protocol was triggered!” our contact shouts to her even as she rushes by. A few more feylith pass the hallways in the same hurried manner.

Meanwhile, Bowen begins to show a bit more emotion. The edges of his hair turn green, which Izzy picked up as his color for fear. The rest of it shows a level of tension that reveals itself as a very pale shade of brown. Darker brown is arrogance and more and more. I do realize there are advantages to be gained by learning them all, but when she was telling me about them, I wasn’t listening. After all, I would have had her with me. The problem is that we can’t communicate without this guy hearing.

“I apologize, Sir Elydor and Little Lady Isabella. While situations like this do not happen very often, we have procedures that I must follow. In your case, you will need to stay with me in this room for the time being. If anything worse happens, we will head deeper underground, where we have safer rooms, as I have no way of letting you back out on the surface since we’re currently under lockdown. But I can confirm that our safe rooms are better than anything else in the city.”

“Very well then,” I lean back in my chair and cross one leg over the other. I don’t even bother asking him if he has any more information. I can clearly see that all communication has been cut off, and their defensive arrays are operating at full capacity to isolate specific segments as mana spreads through the walls to power them.

The ground shakes once more, this time even more violently. I don’t take my eyes off the guy, who seems to have forgotten about me.

His hair and eyes gain more green as he mutters, “For it to be shaking that much even here, what could be happening…”

I don’t need to be Izzy to tell he is scared and very nervous. I find that a striking difference between him and me, or my fake daughter. Both of us are used to such dangers, while this man clearly isn’t.

He stands up and begins to pace as Izzy moves closer to me and clutches my clothes. “Are we going to die down here?” Her voice sounds shaky as she stares at me with big green eyes. I notice Bowen glancing at us before forcing himself to look away.

I notice another earthquake coming through my kinetic senses, and time it just enough to speak a second before it hits. “I’m sure it won’t happen again. We’ll be fine.”

Then the whole place shakes once again, not as violently as before, but as the man is distracted, I seep a bit of my mana into the area. I don’t touch the arrays or try to influence the room, but I make the lights flicker out for a few moments, turning the place pitch black.

Izzy screams as if in fear and hugs me while whispering, “Continue to make him more scared.”

“I know,” I whisper back.

The lights turn on again, and Izzy begins to sob. As the feylith looks at me, searching for relief in seeing someone calm. I return his gaze steadily, and that makes him relax a bit, but as he moves to look away, I make sure he notices my hand shaking.

Izzy must sense something from him because, taking the opportunity, she sobs louder. “It is so dark here. It will all fall down on us, I know it. I want mom!”

“Little Lady Isabella, I’m more than sure it will be…”

He doesn’t get to finish. I block one of the detection marks for a moment and channel my kinetic energy into the air, making it vibrate. It’s the kind of tremor you feel deep in your chest, the kind that sets your nerves on edge because you cannot tell where it’s coming from or what it is.

(Biscuit, see if you can slip downstairs and find the egg.) I send to the corgi. (On three. Two…)

At the end of my count, another earthquake comes, and this one begins to make me wonder, just what could be happening outside? Which leads to the thought that we’d better hurry up here.

This time, even Bowen screams and almost falls. Biscuit squeaks and runs like a rocket toward the stairway, heading downstairs. The lights flicker out again and die entirely, and this time it wasn’t even me.

When they turn back on, the lights are weaker and cast a dim red glow, probably drawing from whatever alternate power source the place has switched to. In the distance, loud clangs and alarms ring out as metal doors, each as tall as half my height, begin to drop and seal off sections of the space. They are likely trying to seal off the place before another tremor destroys another power source and makes it impossible.

“You ask him,” Izzy whispers.

“I wonder,” I say, getting Bowen’s attention. “Should we move to a safer place before we miss the opportunity?”

The feylith doesn’t even respond. He takes off running, and I’m sure he would’ve left us behind if he thought he could.

I grab Izzy and follow after him. Soon, a few more feylith with the same idea rush past us. The doors ahead open only because of the implants the people working here have, and the attack arrays do not activate.

People shout, “Quickly, we only have a few seconds!” and “Go down the stairs!” Their panic noticeable even through the alarms.

These stairs aren’t very long, but they are circular and beautiful like everything else here, though not many people will likely ever see them. In the dim red light, they’ve taken on an eerie quality, and the darkness down there feels even more so. The metal clangs continue to sound as more doors fall into place and close until the final one seals the stairway as we reach the lower floor, plunging us into pitch darkness. No lights glow down here.

“It should be here…” one of the feylith women rummages around. With my senses, I watch her move toward one of the pillars and press the back of her hand against it. Nothing happens, and she curses, eventually finding some manual mechanism and opening a hidden door.

From there, she draws out a few items that look a bit like glass orbs. She shakes them, and they begin to radiate a calming orange light, drawing sighs of relief from the others. I notice a few more such orbs inside, as well as some food, water, and things I can’t identify right away.

There are more people coming from the other side, mostly feylith, but some customers are mixed in as well, as the light of the orbs shine on us.

I’m not surprised no one is using any skills, there is currently a constant, powerful field disrupting mana.

If I’m correct, this entire underground pyramid is surrounded by walls made of materials designed to interfere with it. I don’t think it’s natural, and it’s likely that it was created by someone with a powerful skill.

The resulting walls were then covered in a thin layer of another metal that blocked the effect, and just before the lights flickered out, that layer of metal melted and slid down to let that disrupting effect pass through.

I find it all very fascinating.

“You should pretend to panic a bit,” Izzy pulls on my arm and then hugs it. Tears are on her face, and she cries loud enough for others to hear before pressing against me and whispering, “We need to silence the feylith with that white brooch on his suit. He isn’t panicking at all, and the others are investing a lot of hope and respect in him. I don’t think we will be able to exploit this situation at all with him still here.”

“I see,” I nod, and caress Izzy’s hair. With her feeling the emotions of everyone here, I know how difficult these things are on her.

Then I send a message through the connection that still remains even within this field, after a clear from before.

(Biscuit. Not a friend. Quietly.)

The corgi is already snooping around, but hearing my words and receiving my image of the man, I sense him moving back quickly.

“There is no need for alarm,” the man with the white brooch says, his smile practiced and cool. “This remains one of the most secure installations in Hadon. As you are all aware, this sector was encased a century ago within a static mana-nullification shell created by Champion Lorik. I’m going to personally interface with the hardwired communication conduit to see if I can gather any information. Please, remain comfortable for the time being. Bowen, see to their needs.”

“I’m on it!” Bowen shouts. The green from his hair lessens slightly, and he shows a bit more confidence.

I meanwhile watch the feylith with the white brooch take a step through the hall and toward one of the walls. As he touches it, a part of it slides down, revealing something like a cable heading up with a small panel connected to it. He takes out a brooch and presses it to the panel, which lights up.

He then halts, a frown creasing his forehead while his eyes search the area.

Even as he holds the lighting orb, the shadows around him become darker, and for a moment it almost seems like they’re moving.

All the lights flicker out, and a few people shout in surprise.

Barely a second later, the lights are back on, and a single orb falls to the ground where the man with the white brooch stood. He himself is nowhere to be seen.

“Boss?” Bowen whispers as he stares in that direction, but there’s no answer.

The other people start noticing the disappearance as well, rushing over to where he was or straining to get as far away from the space as they can.

Within the chaos, Izzy’s voice carries, “He escaped alone! He left us here!”

That adds even further to the terror. I notice that Noodle leaves her arm and heads toward where I sense Biscuit is once again. Then, the brooch connected to the panel of the cable lets out a cracking noise.

“C-an… you… h-ar me?” The voice is a jagged mess of digital artifacts, repeating the phrase in a loop. It remains oblivious to the frantic shouting of the people surrounding the control panel.

“I- re-peat… I re-peat…” A burst of static cuts off the part of the sentence. “…pion Oolik and… Champion Ewqui-…both… dead. Re-anim- Dusk Weredeer… killed… both.”

            


Chapter 799 - Vault number 2


                It seems we need to hurry even more than I’d expected.

“Izzy, who is the most important person here?” I ask, fully dropping my act and speaking the question aloud. A few people turn toward me, but Izzy seems to understand.

“Bowen,” she says.

I nod and take a step. I’ve been testing it, but for the time being it’s somewhat difficult to materialize and control mana outside of my body. Some things, like detection or others that don’t require much in the way of mana, are possible, but others are nearly impossible. I still think I could do it if I tried, but there is a quicker way.

Right under the eyes of the people down here, I cut my hand deeply on the decorative brooch I’m wearing, and my blood floods out in strong pulses. My blood full of hyper condensed mana.

Under my will, it shoots forth, elongating into the shape of a nail and piercing the head of one of the feyliths I consider the most dangerous out of the group.

They shout, with nobles pushing to escape behind them and even some feyliths scrambling to do so. Two of them, though, step ahead, moving quickly with clearly powerful bodies.

My kinetic energy takes me to the side and then back in a confusing set of movements. My blood shoots at the man’s head as he dodges, just before I bury the dagger I’m holding in my left hand in his chest. That dagger is made of wood grown from my fragment. It continues to grow quickly and pierces through the man’s chest from the inside as I let go of the handle and kick him away.

Another man reaches my side, but Izzy’s flames blaze just for a moment before they can be disrupted and melt off half of his face. Even then, the feylith targets me with determination. His fist crashes against my chest, but I absorb all that kinetic energy within my body.

More blood drips from my cut hand, and a nail stabs through his chest where his heart beats. Strengthening my body with kinetic energy, I throw him against the wall, causing his bones to audibly crack.

Another blast of Izzy’s fragment blazes, setting the man entirely on fire and quickly reducing him to a simple skeleton with bits of flesh falling to the ground.

Ignoring the twitching body of the man from whose chest cavity a small tree begins to grow, I boost my body to follow the people who ran away and swiftly kill all of them while ignoring all they have to say. Even as I reach Bowen, my mind is using my fragment as a node as I begin to set up a way to teleport to one of the marks I left outside, hopefully even through the defensive walls and arrays they’ve set down here.

“Where is the egg? Your auction house would have gotten it not long ago.” I ask as I come to a stop in front of Bowen, who, with entirely green hair and eyes, tries to push away from me. Behind his back, there’s something like prison bars set over rows and rows of smaller rooms, each with its own doors.

“What?! I… I don’t know! What are you doing? Do you even know…”

“Izzy?”

“He’s lying.”

With my body strengthened with kinetic energy, I grab and twist his arm to break it fully. “The egg,” I repeat.

He shouts in pain, grasping the bars, but only a part of me watches that. The other communicates with Biscuit, another forms the dripping blood from my hand into the shape of a dagger, I make as sharp as possible, and the last uses the Nameless Tree to continue to set up a way to teleport us out.

“V-vault number 2,” the feylith finally gets out with a groan.

“Izzy?”

“He’s not lying.”

I nod and grab him by the back of the neck, pulling him with me as we make our way past the vaults and walk through the hallway lit only by a glowing orb, which Izzy now holds. At the end of it, we find Biscuit and Noodle. Both of them have been stopped by what seems like a block of metal, into which they were able to make deep carvings, but still failed to break through.

“Is it behind there?” I ask Bowen.

“Y… yes! Please… my arm.”

“Open the door,” I order him.

In reaction to that, he almost sobs. “I can’t… no one can.”

“It’s true,” Izzy confirms.

I look at him. I had hoped he would be able to, or that someone down here would. I don’t think the implants the employees have can open it alone. Each implant is tied to their living signatures and doesn’t seem to work when extracted. At least that’s what I’ve come to suspect after observing them, and it’s also what makes the most sense. Maybe the man with the white brooch would’ve been able to. Or maybe he truly could not. But it’s too late for that now.

I swing the dagger in my hand, separating his head from his body, and take a step toward the metal plate.

My blood is filled with so much mana that I can partially affect the way it moves. Right now, I force it out of my body, it flows out of the cut in my hand, flowing down the dagger I’ve already made and extending the blade. I make it long, thin, and as sharp as possible. There are two skills that are good for that, which I can still use to an extent, even within the field being generated down here.

[Manifestation - lvl 40 > Manifestation - lvl 41]

[Manifestation - lvl 41 > Manifestation - lvl 42]

[Ley Line - lvl 74 > Ley Line - lvl 75]

After all of that, I feel lightheaded. Since my body upgrade and my new trait, I’ve been noticing that my healing passive isn’t as effective as it used to be. I’m beginning to think that even if I bought a more powerful one, it wouldn’t change much. It’s just that, right now, my blood is nearly impossible for a normal healer to restore, and my body is likely taking on a similar quality. Lily can still do it, but she’s far from what I’d consider to be a normal healer.

But it doesn’t matter now. It’s a problem for the future, and one I expected.

I reach back and stab the long, slim sword into the metal plate. It goes through like the wall is made of sand. All the defensive arrays fail to disrupt it, and the same goes for the field. Moving the sword down, I put my weight into it and begin to cut a circular hole large enough for us to pass through. Even though it seems like it should be easy, it isn’t. It takes the effort of my body, strengthened by mana and kinetic energy, to pull it off.

Sweat begins to bead on my forehead just as I finish and pull the sword back. Lightheadedness catches me again.

I don’t even have to ask. Biscuit expands in size and rams himself against the shape, pressing his head against it and making it slide in. It likely weighs multiple tons, but the corgi just continues, jumping, pushing, and using his paws, not caring for the damage it causes.

Eventually, with a long ringing noise, the metal cutout falls free and slams into the ground on the other side with a heavy thud. It doesn’t even bounce, it just slams against the floor and stays there as if it were welded in place.

We climb inside, finding the field even more powerful here. We find ourselves in a circular room with five doors, each marked with numbers and each with what looks to be prison bars over them. Every one of these doors is very different.

One is pitch black and made of wood. Another is made of glass with some unknown liquid inside. Then there’s a set of red doors that have been polished to an extremely smooth surface. The fourth is made from a myriad arrangement of small scales. The door to vault number two is wooden, with inscriptions inlaid into it with metal wire.

My sword cuts through the bars and then through the door while Biscuit’s primordial energy surrounds me as he turns into a puppy and jumps up on my shoulder. Hanging there by his front paws, he devours every defensive attack thrown my way while I work. A constant barrage of them continues to shoot towards me, and at some point, they cause the lighting orb Izzy holds to crack, leaving us in pitch-black darkness.

Just as I finish cutting through, another earthquake shakes the entire structure. In the distance, I hear a wall cracking, and part of the field suppressing mana, set in place by the Champion, weakens for a moment.

The door I’ve been cutting through falls with a sound that suggests it’s much heavier than it should be, revealing a small room with multiple showcases. In the center, there is one containing an egg about as big as my head. It is almost unassuming, though it is covered in what looks to be scales.

I cut the showcase, grab the egg, and throw it to Noodle, who expands in size and eats it. Even after holding it just for a moment, my hands feel numb, but I do the same with multiple other cases, grabbing all the items I can and throwing them to the white snake.

Biscuit pulls several large chests from the room, and the snake eats them too. Only once everything from this vault is gone do we head out.

I almost move toward another vault when the next earthquake shakes us, and the field cracks further. I notice scans washing over us and sense the signatures of people high above heading down. A number of them are exceeding me in strength.

“We are leaving,” I say.

Noodle shrinks in size and climbs into Izzy’s sleeve, though he does so much slower than usual. Biscuit follows, and I pick him up.

I force mana from inside my body. Now, even through the cracked field, I manage to pull out enough to compress it until it turns pitch black. I pull it into three pieces. The first one I leave in the room with the five vaults. As we climb through the hole, I leave one just outside. Then the last one I throw into the hallway, where most of the bodies are.

All of the orbs begin to devour any bits of mana that remain in the air, just as we reach the Nameless Tree, which has grown to a size where it is pressing against the ceiling. At its roots, the torn pieces of the body of the feylith still remain.

Before I teleport us out, Izzy lets a flame orb drop from her hands, and it crashes onto the ground. Pouring through the space like a liquid, it begins to spread through the flooring, burning anything it reaches that isn’t able to resist and continuously growing stronger with the weakening of the field.

All of us teleport along with the fragment, which I pull with us at the last moment. We appear next to Tess, who’s been wearing one of my marks this whole time.

We are still on the streets of Hadon, though they look very different now. Many of the buildings have crumbled to the ground, the streets are cracked, and people carrying all they can are moving to run away. There’s also quite a bit of looting going on as well. The earthquakes continue to strike from outside the city, and the sky, as far as I can see, is blood red with a sickening amount of mana radiation I can feel coming from the west.

Tess doesn’t even seem surprised by our appearance at her side. “I thought you would use the mark you placed on me. Is everyone okay?”

“Yes,” I confirm, still taking in the area. Maybe I didn’t even need to bother clearing our tracks back there.

“The egg is with you, I guess. If you check the status, the three day counter has already started.” Even as she talks, she doesn’t stop, and we follow behind her. “We’ll be taking one of the airships. They told Min-Jae they’re going to be leaving immediately and offered him a spot, so he is there already and sharing info with us. We’ll be using Lily to get the rest of us onto the deck.”

“Sounds like a plan,” I agree.

Tess doesn’t seem too happy. “Likely the best option we have at the moment. We need to get as far away from here as possible. Let’s hurry then. I already let the others know you’re safe, but we will need the twins or Soph to add you into the link.”

            


Chapter 800 - Everyone aboard


                I avoid a group of people rushing past and even push one of them aside when they get too close. He looks at me angrily, reaching for his weapon, but Tess’s lightning scorches his shoulder before he even realizes what’s happened, and he runs away, cursing all the while.

Tess holds Izzy’s hand and pulls on it to hasten our movement. We aren’t all that far from the auction house, as Tess likely moved close in case we might need help. And now that I look back, the inverted pyramid has fallen to the ground, resting on one side.

“I don’t know if you heard, but two of the local Champions got together to kill the Weredeer, likely in hopes of pleasing The Princess. Now that makes three out of her eleven Champions dead.”

We stop for a moment, letting another group pass. This one, made up of a number of people carrying big wooden boxes and two dozen bodyguards with weapons drawn. Once they pass by, we move again, and Tess talks. “We don’t know where the Weredeer is at the moment, but it killed the Champions somewhere in the west. The fight either happened close enough to ruin the city with collateral damage alone, or it happened far away, and it was just that destructive.”

“The second one,” I mutter.

“I think the same. Are you okay? You look really pale.”

“I’m fine, Tess.”

“Okay.”

Hurrying, we reach the docks and push through more people. At a few points, we even fight some of the smaller groups that have been eyeing us for some reason, and at another point, I make a hole in one of the defensive arrays to reach the place where the others have gathered. We barely greet each other, and Sophie hugs her sister as we are forced to hurry over to Min-Jae, who motions us over.

On the docks to the side, he’s standing next to a feylith man wearing a uniform with an array of badges. That man has his hair tied back in a ponytail, and his wings are slightly bigger than the small feylith wings I’m used to.

“That’s them?” he asks Min-Jae the moment we appear. “Which one is the healer?”

Instead of answering, Lily steps forward, and the man, without hesitation, lifts his arm and makes a deep, long cut into it.

“Heal,” he orders.

Before he can fully finish the word, the wound is closed. Lily doesn’t even touch him.

The feylith then nods just once, decisively and without hesitation. “We’re taking everyone aboard.”

 







 

The flying ship we find ourselves on is entirely made up of a dark brown sort of wood with three masts, each of the same size. The sails are a very pale shade of red bordering on transparent, and they constantly move and shift, though there aren’t any winds strong enough to do so. The ship itself is wider than ships usually are and big. Like very big, probably half the size of a modern cruise vessel.

We are let in as promised and as they send us below deck to be dealt with later Min-Jae talks, “I’m surprised, he said he would take only two people to guard Lily, but must have changed his mind after you healed him,” he looks around and points in one direction, “Go this way and use this key when you find the door labelled The Gilded Chamber. I have to go and get to work!” After that, he leaves, hurrying to make his way back on deck.

Once we enter the room, Blackie, very careful not to bump into anything, moves to stand in the corner. He’s currently wearing a black cloak with a hoodie under it and some sort of mask over the entirety of his face with no holes. When the ship begins to lift, I notice him gently swaying from side to side as he matches the swaying of the ship.

“How long can Noodle keep that egg and the items in his stomach?” I ask while still observing Sophie’s bond in the body of the deceased Demon Champion.

“Just for an hour or two longer. They’re already causing trouble for him, especially the egg,” Izzy says, and pets Noodle, who is spread over the apartment room we got. The snake has now expanded to the point where his body is as thick as a tree trunk, and I find myself thinking that it probably helps him with whatever he’s doing.

I still find that part of his ability to shrink and expand while temporarily storing items in his stomach very interesting, and I’ve been observing it for a while. Unfortunately, I haven’t made any progress on figuring out how it works, but I’m sure it is something that I’ll be able to imitate in the future.

Otherwise, The Gilded Chamber is a massive apartment furnished with furniture accented by wood and gold. This sort of decoration looks truly old school, even more so than the usual medieval style. I almost expect some sort of noble cat lady to walk out of the room with piles and piles of plates in showcases, never to be used for dining.

Taking it in, I notice that Tess has the low pristine ring from the end of the 9th floor on her finger. If memory serves me correctly, it allows her to indefinitely store an attack or something like that. For someone like her with powerful, piercing attacks that are held back only by her reserves, it makes sense. If I were her, I would charge and store the most powerful attack I can muster in it, multiple times, if I could. And that’s probably what she’s done now.

Being asked, I stop dilly dallying and move to help Sophie, who’s busy setting up a shielded chamber in one of the smaller bathrooms. The sink and bathtub are already gone, having been moved to one of the side rooms, and Noodle is spitting out some materials. A few sheets of metal she fixes to the walls and connects, along with some of the showcases we took from Vault 2.

The ship begins to lift and fly towards the sky at high speed, which, to my surprise, proves to be nearly as fast as me flying at full throttle. Keeping my guard up and senses reaching as far as I can, I place marks on everyone in here, ready to just teleport us away if needed.

In the meantime, I help Sophie. Instead of using mana paint, I let bits of my blood drop from the tip of my finger and use it to draw on the floor and walls while the Mindblender is repairing the showcase I cut to get the egg out.

Pieces of the fake wyvern Dennis and Aaron stole from that Lycan maniac have already been thrown in the corner, and I make a mental note to myself to make sure this place isn’t leaking signatures once we are done.

Noodle, meanwhile, waits nearby, with an expression that looks like he’s ready to vomit up all the items he’s been holding. I find myself a few seconds of time to give his head a scratch. As always, Izzy’s bond’s body is warm, and the scales are nice to touch. So I sacrifice a few more seconds to pet him until Sophie shouts for me to help her.

 







 

“You really took everything you could. I can’t even say you stole anything not glued to the floor, some of these things have clearly been pulled up with pieces of said floor still attached,” Sophie mutters with her arms crossed, looking at the piles of items laid out in the shielded room we made.

I don’t answer as I secretly agree with her. I took a number of showcases, even though they were empty. One of them holds the egg again with the top I cut off glued back on top. That egg is white with a slight hint of pale blue when you look at it under the right light.

It doesn’t even look all that impressive now. It’s just an egg. If not for the three day system countdown for the time we have to hold it, I could easily believe we were tricked, and that it was just the egg of something like a gray lizard.

I want to see a gray lizard one day.

Otherwise, there are a few chests we still haven’t managed to unlock, an entire set of armor, a shield, a small flower in a glass case filled with some sort of gel, a necklace made of what looks to be human teeth, an orb made of water held in a small glass vial, and some materials, a few of which have a rarity of pristine.

I really want to return to the auction house and check the other vaults. But it’s too late for that. I can only hope the black orbs erased our signature enough that no one can track us, or at least that they make it difficult enough that we can be gone before it becomes a problem. Overall, it’s not a bad haul, though I would’ve asked for more since our floor is so screwed up already and has been cut so short.

For some reason Blackie stands near us as well, looking into the room curiously until Sophie sends him away, which he carefully does. I can see how much it stresses her out every time he moves. I have heard about some of the accidents he’s already had. Just bumping into one of the buildings caused it to explode, even though the cloak should help to absorb some of that kinetic impact, given that it’s already been enchanted for that. Here on the ship, I think most of us feel a bit nervous because of what could happen.

Everyone takes an item that seems like it should be safe for examination, and we lock our shielded bathroom and head into the center of the apartment to the ugly living room, where we wait until Min-Jae joins us as well. The boy, the young man, whatever he is now, seems tired and just slides down into the couch next to Aaron, who taps his back a few times.

With a tired voice, Min-Jae says, “We’ll be orbiting the planet soon. We had to leave fairly quickly, so our mana tanks are only half full, and we lack some defensive personnel capable of using the arrays and devices this ship has. At least we have enough fuel to stay here for a few weeks. If you want, you can go to the deck, it’s shielded, so you can breathe there, and the temperature is controlled. The view really is something else.”

“So what the hell is happening down there?” Dennis asks.

“Reanimated Dusk Weredeer killed one Champion, so two of them thought it would be a good idea to take the deer down to please the feylith Princess, who happens to be their Absolute and Lust subclass. By the way, I think all of the Champions are men, and she controls them.”

“Harem…” Dennis whispers.

Maya throws a pillow at him. “Why do you say it with such a creepy tone?”

“Don’t throw stuff at me!” he shouts back at her and throws the pillow back. “I bet you admire her and would…”

Their conversation fades into the background as Min-Jae continues, “She was supposed to return in two months or so. There are rumors that she’s on a mission for The Corporation in an effort to get something from them. But now she’s apparently returning even though she will need to deal with, and I quote the captain here: the prohibitive exit penalties triggered by her breach of terms.”

“Great, there’s bureaucratic contract bullshit even here in my magical world,” Aaron sighs, and Min-Jae nods in agreement.

The Korean boy then continues, “We plan to stay in orbit until she returns and deals with the Weredeer and hope it either doesn’t notice us here or decides it’s too busy destroying cities.” He pauses. “This is all our fault, isn’t it?”

He doesn’t even get an answer as the ship begins to shake, and we stop gaining height. All the conversations stop.

Then the ship begins to plunge towards the ground at a much higher speed than before, and that speed only increases over the next thirty seconds. Blackie loses his balance, and his shoulder strikes one of the inner walls, causing it to explode entirely, even as I absorb some of the kinetic impact. Items flying through the room hit him, sending more explosions like that, and I find myself busy absorbing kinetic energy from the reflections of his trait.

Everyone gathers closer, and Tess halts all the items bouncing in the room mid-air. The airship shifts and begins to descend at an even sharper angle.

Something streaks toward the spot where we were barely a minute ago, a place now miles, and miles behind us. A mana projectile the size of a building, traveling at supersonic speed, tears through that space and continues into the void of outer space. It leaves behind a nauseating mana signature, and even at a distance, its mere presence causes the ship’s defensive arrays to flicker.

No other projectiles or attacks come for us, but I notice multiple more just like that in the distance. Some of them hit other airships far away, entirely annihilating them.

Our speed slows down only once we are about to crash into what seems like the middle of the sea with no land in sight. In the sudden deceleration, the ship slows down, and an entire side of the vessel explodes as Blackie is thrown against it, and I am unable to contain all of the kinetic energy. Harshly, we crash into the sea, with the barrier flickering just for a moment as some field dampens the impact.

Tess doesn’t wait for anyone. Turning herself into lightning, she zigzags through the room and out the hole in the side of the step to stand at the ship, using her sight to search for any sign of incoming projectiles. Izzy and Maya move to join her while Sophie and I head over to check on our shielded bathroom.

The moment the door opens, I can only let out a very long and deep sigh.

The showcase with the egg is on the floor and broken, though that should’ve been impossible from a fall like that. The egg itself is out, having rolled across the floor and into one of the corners.

The very same corner where we piled the remains of the fake wyvern. Those very remains are now gone and nowhere to be seen.

Instead, the white egg with the pale blue tint now shows a few small cracks on its surface.

And a notification pops up.

 



The Floor quest has been reclassified as impossible to complete in its current state due to parameters independent of the floor’s internal architecture.

The Rulers in charge of this cycle of the tutorial have been notified, along with the Ruler responsible for the floor’s setting.
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                    Yay! Chapter 800!

 

Have a nice weekend and see you next week!
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Chapter 801 - You will be mine


                The ship is currently drifting on the water, listing heavily to one side. A few feylith are moving about, using skills to regrow the wood that forms the hull, while others follow behind, strengthening the new growth so it matches the rest.

One man approaches Lily and, with a deep bow, asks her to follow him to heal a few people. Apparently, the captain requested her personally. There’s no reason to refuse, so she goes, followed by Maya. Min-Jae, meanwhile, leaves as well to help with whatever’s responsible for powering the flight of this ship.

I watch Sophie curse as she moves Blackie somewhere safe where he won’t bump into anything. My eyes slide back toward the door of our shielded room where the cracked egg sits. It makes sense to think it would be extremely difficult to damage, or perhaps it was specifically changed that way for the floor quest, and yet it cracked anyway.

Maybe it happened because it absorbed bits of diluted wyvern blood from the pieces we had. Or maybe it just reacted poorly to being exposed to things from a different floor. I don’t know.

The most annoying part is that we don’t have a new floor quest, and the countdown from last time is gone. The Rulers are the sort of beings that can live for tens of thousands of years, so they might not be in any hurry to give us a new one. Honestly, who the hell knows what could be happening there?

Meanwhile, a damned Bambi Apostle, that reanimated creepy weredeer that even a sweet soul like Izzy wanted to kill immediately, is lurking around somewhere.

And what the hell is even up with that? Did that goddamn weredeer reanimate, only for the first idea that sparked in its mind to be gobbling up a bunch of random furred fingers just lying about in the mud, and then pick a fight with basically every member of the local Absolute’s harem?

It’s our fault, isn’t it? We left the corpse of a deer near a finger, and then we left the egg near pieces of a fake wyvern. Some people just don’t learn.

I force myself to suppress my anger and instead look out through the hole in our cabin. The sky is blue, and there’s not a single cloud in sight. The sun shines gently, and all around us, the waves are constantly swaying, bringing in a light breeze and the smell of the sea. It isn’t that bad.

Soon, my view out of the hole is blocked by the figure of a feylith woman who pauses in surprise as I sit there in a manablock chair right in front of the opening. She chuckles and waves at me, her hair and eyes turning a dark blue.

I wave back, and she begins working her skill, causing the broken shards of wood to slowly grow until they begin covering my view. Tess doesn’t use the opportunity to get in before it closes, staying outside to keep guard instead.

Before the trunk is fully restored, the feylith woman peeks in one more time with a smile. “Sorry for blocking your view.”

“It’s okay,” I answer, and then the hole is gone.

I sense more people beginning to work on strengthening the restored section and stand up, making my chair disappear. Fixing my glasses and this annoying gray suit with its yellow tie, I head to the shielded room and peek inside.

The egg is still the same with no noticeable change, and Biscuit is still sitting nearby with his chin resting on his front paws and staring intently at it. He’s taking his role very seriously and doesn’t even take his eyes off it as I enter. To show my appreciation, I pet him a few times. While he begins to wag his short tail, I close the door again.

There are already slight tremors vibrating through the ship, so I suspect we’ll be moving soon. This is mostly proven by the time I leave the cabin and make my way outside onto the deck. People are moving about, but not many, which makes me think most of them are locked in their rooms.

“Sir, I must ask you to return to your-” one of the crew tries to tell me.

Before he finishes his sentence, I lift my hand and say simply, “I’m with the healer.”

He looks confused, as if not knowing what to do, but in the end decides it would be too much of a hassle to press the matter and simply leaves me alone. I make my way toward Tess, who is resting against the railing with her single eye turned toward the east.

“Now that I think about it-” I begin.

Before I finish my sentence, she lifts her hand and says simply, “Yes, yes, I know. The eyepatch. I look like a pirate. On a ship, sailing the seas.”

It amuses me, and I stand by her side, also looking in that direction. “Yup, that.”

I’m not sure what she can see, but when I let my glasses slide down just for a moment, I can see the abnormal way ambient mana moves there. All wavelengths of it are moving in broken currents across the sky.

“By the way, you are getting more eerie,” Tess says, still not breaking eye contact with that place.

“How so?” I ask.

“I almost can’t sense any mana from your body. I know you’ve been using Sneaky Mode most of the time and circulating it to contain it within, but there were always some leaks I could trace or that most people could notice. But now? It is almost all gone. When just sliding my eyes past you, you feel like a normal human with no mana at all. Only your Ignition Heart or the moments when you’re generating kinetic energy might betray you.”

“Huh,” I mutter, giving it a thought before replying. “The most likely cause I can think of is my blood. It takes my mana and condenses it, so it’s probably drawing in the bits that escape my Mana Cycling and stopping them from seeping out.”

“You would know better than me. The Captain said we’ll be keeping to the sea and won’t bother with flying anymore. He said it is possible the weredeer attacks everything in sight, so he hopes that the planet’s curvature hides us.”

“I wonder if we would be safer if we left now and dug in somewhere underground.”

“It’s always tunnels, isn’t it?” Tess chuckles. “I think we should stay. The captain knows what he’s doing, and from the members of the crew I bribed, I heard he used to be in a unit that tracked and occasionally fought against Champion grade beings. He also knows this planet’s arrays and geology and can use them to our advantage. In the worst case, we can leave or have Sophie take over for him.”

“Let’s do that then,” I agree, looking toward the west one more time. “It’s unnerving, isn’t it?”

Tess nods. “More than you know.”

 







 

We’re moving in a way that feels more like gliding than sailing, the hull barely touching the water. The captain guides us in what seems like a straight line, heading away from wherever the weredeer happens to be. All the while, I sense a steady pulse of connections anchored to one of the ship’s masts.

Some of these connections could probably be traced by the weredeer if it were to have enough intelligence or the desire to do so, which is a risk. But at the same time, we seem to be receiving information that helps us stay prepared, so it’s probably a fair trade.

No other Champions try to face that beast, even though six of them still remain on this planet. The other two are with the Princess. These guys here have likely judged the danger and considered a few options:

Either the weredeer is so strong that the six of them combined can’t face it.

And perhaps the remaining ones aren’t fully combat oriented, while the three that died served as the first line of defense.

Maybe they could kill the weredeer, but most of them would die in the process.

Or, possibly, the Princess ordered them to stand down.

It’s that last option that feels most accurate, because about half a day later, something shifts, subtle but undeniable, and the planet itself begins to feel different.

Arrays that were dormant begin to activate, one after another, their light shining in the sky now without any clouds to obscure them. The western horizon deepens into a richer dawn, almost painfully beautiful, and in the air I can smell a faint trace of flowers. Even the colors grow more vivid, as if the world has quietly turned up its intensity.

Then, that beautiful voice speaks throughout the planet. “Have you been lonely without me?” The voice is soft, with no hint of a smile in it, yet it sounds gentle. “My heart aches for what you’ve endured while I was away. But you can breathe again. I am here now.”

In multiple places in the sky, the array projects what may as well be a three dimensional screen, which seems to be projecting itself to every large group of people on the planet.

On the screen stands a feylith woman of striking beauty. Her wings are larger than any I’ve ever seen on one of her kind, white feathers unfurled in a way that catches the light. She almost resembles an angel as she walks forward, the distant dawn behind her, showing the sun about to fall below the horizon.

She’s dressed like a Greek goddess from the old classical depictions. Her build is muscular, and each step puts that on display. Yet it does nothing to diminish her distinctly feminine beauty.

The Princess smiles gently at all of us.

She turns around, and the view shifts around her as she takes a step. Everything becomes a blur, moving her hundreds of miles away as she heads alone toward the west and the dawn.

“I returned as quickly as I could,” she says, taking another step that blurs the area around her.

When she stops again, her wings spread slightly. Her hair, eyes, and wings all turn a brilliant gold, and her presence radiates even more as she takes a final step with bare feet to appear near the forest.

“You don’t have to be afraid anymore,” the Princess speaks softly.

Each step she takes makes the grass grow and the earth itself pulse beneath her feet. The ground ripples beneath her feet as if the soil itself is trying to get closer to her touch. Massive and ancient trees groan as they sway to lean toward her, their branches weaving together to form a living canopy over her head.

The wind stops entirely, replaced by a rhythmic breeze that syncs with her breathing. Flowers that shouldn’t exist burst from the soil in an explosion of color, blooming and dying in seconds just to carpet the path for her feet. Every animal, from the smallest insect to the largest predator, stops in a trance, turning to follow her in a sort of silent, mindless worship.

It’s like she’s the center of the universe.

The Princess reaches a small clearing, in the middle of which another being lies, resting or sleeping.

There, the Reanimated Dusk Weredeer rises to its feet. Its fur is completely black, with massive antlers and twice the height of the Princess. Thin and dangerous. Unhealed wounds cover its body as it stands there slouching, its front legs warped into long arms with claws at the ends.

Its lower jaw is entirely gone. It looks as if the deer we saw on the 9th floor had opened its long mouth, the one that went through the entirety of its neck, and someone simply tore the bottom part away. The upper teeth still remain, but now there’s an empty hole where the rest should be, the bleeding even now seemingly refusing to stop.

Lastly, there are four furred fingers. Each of them grows from some part of the weredeer’s head. One replaces the right eye, poking through the socket. Another shows only the tip from the left temple, the rest of it remaining buried inside the skull. The remaining two sit next to each other, growing directly from the forehead.

And the beast doesn’t attack, it just hangs there, swaying gently from side to side.

“Oh, you poor, precious thing… Are you hurting, too, my sweet baby?” The Princess says, stepping closer hurriedly. She reaches out with her hand, gently caressing the weredeer’s shoulders, ignoring the blood that stains her fair skin.

The weredeer continues to stand there, slouched over her smaller figure.

“You must be in so much pain. Is that why you’ve been so restless? Is that why you’ve been so very bad?” The Princess pets it, and the weredeer lowers itself so she can touch its cheek. More blood dirties her hand, some of it dripping onto her face and white clothes.

I can’t take my eyes off the screen. It feels like I’m right there, also affected by the Princess’s presence, watching the beautiful woman and the beast in the last rays of the dawning sun.

“You are breathtaking… and so powerful. You will be a worthy replacement for my precious Champions. You will be mine.”

The last rays of the sun disappear behind the horizon, and the gentle orange light fades, changing the atmosphere entirely.

“You will be mine,” the Princess repeats.

The weredeer lowers itself even more, and one of its hands moves, touching the Princess’s cheek the same way she touched its own.

“You will be mine,” the feylith woman repeats, her voice much firmer now.

The other hand of the weredeer moves, resting on the opposite side of her head, brushing her other cheek.

“YOU FILTHY ANIMAL, I SAID-”

She doesn’t get to finish as the weredeer pulls all at once, tearing her head off her shoulders with the spine still connected. Before the screen in the sky disappears, I see the beast squeeze the head until it pops.

            


Chapter 802 - Quest objective


                The moment the screen in the sky disappears, we get a notification.

 



A new objective has been given.

The Floor Quest: Kill the Reanimated Dusk Weredeer.

Note from the Ruler responsible for the floor setting: When I got called here, I expected something terrible, but what is this? I didn’t even get to meet my baby, and the only reason I agreed to create this floor was so I could watch it happen over and over again whenever I willed it. It is truly saddening to see what has happened to my replica. So go ahead and kill that filthy animal. Avenge me.

 



And before I can process just how insane this is, a new notification appears.

 

The Floor Quest has been put on hold. The objective of the quest has been deemed inconsistent with the tutorial’s intent and impossible to complete.

The Ruler of Diligence has called for a vote. The Ruler of Greed and the Ruler of Kindness have joined. The Ruler of Wrath and Ruler of Envy have abstained.

A new objective has been chosen.

The Ruler of Lust has voted against the new objective. The Ruler of Diligence, Ruler of Greed, and Ruler of Envy have voted in favor.

The rewards have been increased.

The new Floor Quest objective has been given: Survive for one hour.



The Floor Quest has been put on hold. The objective of the quest has been deemed inadequate by the Ruler of Envy.

The Ruler of Envy votes to increase the duration of the quest to one day.

The Ruler of Lust and Ruler of Envy have voted in favor.

The Ruler of Wrath abstained from the vote.

The Ruler of Diligence, Ruler of Greed, and Ruler of Kindness have voted to maintain the current duration.

 

Hehe, maybe next time. - The Ruler of Envy.

 



The Floor Quest has been put on hold. The Ruler of Greed has voted to reduce the duration of the quest. The suggested change is based on the assessment that the difficulty is excessive. The new suggested duration is 1 minute.

 



You fucking asshole, what do you think you’re trying to do? Fuck off and enter the 12th floor already, and let’s see if we end up with a second dead Envy within one year. It would be a record. - Ruler of Greed.

 



The Ruler of Envy, Ruler of Lust, and Ruler of Diligence have voted against the change in duration. The Ruler of Greed has voted in favor. The Ruler of Kindness and the Ruler of Wrath have abstained from voting.

The duration of the quest remains one hour.



The Floor Quest has been put on hold. The quest has been challenged on the grounds of insufficient difficulty. The Ruler of Envy has suggested a duration of one hour and one minute.



Unlike my master, I won’t shy away from using Beyond’s main defensive array. It’s time for that old legend to die, and I’ll be the one who kills her. - Ruler of Envy.

 



The Ruler of Envy and the Ruler of Lust have voted for increasing the duration of the floor quest to one hour and one minute.

The Ruler of Greed, the Ruler of Kindness, and the Ruler of Diligence have voted to maintain the current duration.

The Ruler of Wrath abstained from the voting.

 



And with that, finally, the notifications cease, and a new countdown appears, ticking down from one hour.

As the arrays in the sky begin to die off and the vibrant colors disappear, the ship accelerates to a much higher speed, attempting to head toward the opposite side of the planet from the weredeer. I rush towards… I stop.

Towards where? Towards what? There is no way we can do anything about that monster once it appears nearby. Not a single thing. Even if she were seemingly not combat oriented, the weredeer just killed this planet’s Absolute. Someone bonded with this world’s Sovereign Spark. Here, on this planet, where she was at her most powerful.

Once again, I turn around, looking toward the west, and that suffocating feeling hits me again. Many of the crew seem confused, as if they’d just woken from a spell, but the captain recovers the fastest. He shouts orders while moving through the deck toward the communication mast. I use a step of Wraith Dance to move to his side.

In the current situation, he doesn’t even seem to care that I might be listening, he just acknowledges my presence with a glance before putting his hand on the telecommunication officer’s shoulder.

“What information do you have?” he asks.

The feylith, wearing what looks like a helmet with a visor and headphones, with a multitude of antennae sending threads of mana to connect him to the panel and the mast, lifts his hand, concentrating on listening. Both I and the captain wait, and a few more people move closer to hear.

“Champion Pothas and Champion Qiurass have joined forces and already killed two other champions who haven’t been identified yet…”

With a deep sigh, the captain looks toward the sky, somewhat melancholic. “Those two were always the strongest in combat out of all of them. Now, freed from her control, they will likely hunt together, killing all the other Champions before turning on each other and fighting to the death so one of them can become the Absolute.”

“W-we should change direction, Captain. I’m immediately sharing the information with the navigation officer! We’re currently heading towards one of the battlefields, it seems like Pothas and Qiurass are fighting another champion, possibly Lukas. He’s the only one who should be able to put up a fight,” the man with the helmet says swiftly.

“I’m confirming the change of course,” the captain says, sounding defeated.

That melancholic expression remains on his face as he turns to me. “Is this how our world ends?” he asks me, though I think he isn’t really asking me. “Would it be better if I stayed and died in my beloved Hadon? Just maybe-”

(NAT!) I hear Tess shout.

Even before I fully recognize the danger, my body moves in a burst of speed and kinetic energy, which I quickly use to bore a hole into the ship and make my way to the room where the others are. A few notifications pop up as I kill a few passengers and crew members who happen to be in the way, and I throw myself inside.

Though, just before I leave, I catch sight of the captain’s entire chest evaporating in an explosion as an invisible projectile made of wind hits him. I see hundreds of the very same projectiles passing all throughout the area. Their spread makes me realize it wasn’t even an attack intended for us.

The ship shakes as its defenses light up, absorbing some of the attacks while the others tear it apart, and I reach our room where everyone has already gathered themselves. My senses expand further as I judge if we should stay or go. I decide quickly.

“We’re leaving.”

At the same moment, group 4 lowers their natural fields and defenses. I teleport us all away, along with all the items we’ve gathered, causing us to splash into the water a few miles away.

I glance back at the ship, which is being bombarded by more wind attacks crashing all over the sea. Plenty of people are fleeing the same way we did. One of the larger strikes hits the water next to us, creating a skyscraper sized geyser and sending a wave rippling outward that rocks us wildly.

Far in the distance, the battle between Champions rages on. Constant vibrations, mana eruptions, the sky lighting up, and wind clashing against enormous monsters miles tall and made of water.

I teleport us again, and then again. Channeling my mana and using my skills, I do so repeatedly, dozens of times, as fast as I can place the mark and move us all. Even with their defenses lowered, it isn’t easy to move so many people, each with their own traits, mana, and primordial energies. Every one of those factors makes it more difficult.

[Ley Line - lvl 75 > Ley Line - lvl 76]

[Current - lvl 44 > Current - lvl 45]

We travel a thousand miles and then another and another, yet I can still see the flashes and mana eruptions of that fight in the distance. We come to a stop on a small island, barely the width of a city block, made of sand and a few rocks with no trees in sight.

Once there, I slide to my knees, gasping for breath. Beside me, I hear someone throw up, followed by a few others joining them. Lily rushes toward Tess with a shout, quickly healing a hole in her side that she’s had the whole time we were teleporting. As the wound is restored, the blonde stands up and gently pushes the worried Lily aside. With her gray eye, uncovered by her eyepatch, she casts a sweeping look in every direction.

I flick my left hand, dropping my fragment into the sand, and a dose of my mana makes it grow rapidly. In just a minute, it is as tall as I am, then stretches even higher. I force my blood to circulate faster through my veins while forming a mana halo over my head, filling it with mana transformed from thermal energy produced by my Ignition Heart. I am ready to manifest my Vessel and turn my mana black, but I avoid it for now to keep from drawing too much attention.

The weredeer is to the west. Three Champions are fighting to the north, and I sense more battles to the southeast. We are sandwiched between all of it.

Then, a new notification appears.

 



The Ruler of Greed has called for a vote to change the quest objective, reasoning that the difficulty should be considered too high.

The Ruler of Diligence, Ruler of Kindness, Ruler of Envy, and Ruler of Lust have all voted against.

The Ruler of Wrath has abstained from the vote.

 



Ruby must know when her vote will pass and when it won’t, and she would make Kindness vote with her if she thought it was necessary. This is a clear message and a warning of danger.

My Vessel manifests behind me, and the halo over my head turns pitch black, beginning to pull on the ambient mana and everything else I feed it. I pull the glasses from my face and take a deep breath as I begin to filter the influx of information.

[Focus - lvl 77 > Focus - lvl 78]

[Manifestation - lvl 42 > Manifestation - lvl 43]

A crack sounds, and all of us look in the same direction.

The egg lying on the sand is now wide open, and within, a wyvern stretches from a curled position. It’s white, and the edges of its scales are tinted blue, it’s barely longer than my forearm from its head to the tip of its tail. It has two back legs, and its two wings have claws on the leathery membranes that it uses as front paws.

The baby wyvern shakes and rights itself before shaking a bit and yawning.

Then, it looks at us.

It’s too calm. Its eyes are too smart and too cold. I don’t like the way the ambient mana shifts around it, and I don’t like the text over its head either.

[Wyvern Hatchling - lvl ???]

Its head turns, focusing solely on me. The creature would look cute if it weren’t for those eyes and that gaze. It shifts its focus from me toward Tess and sniffs. Its brow furrows and, like a child attempting its first step, its mana moves.

Already prepared, my mana rises, moving to defend Tess. Sharp crackles of white lightning form in a small orb in front of it before a bolt shoots toward the blonde. My barriers crack one after another, but slow it down and weaken it just enough so it only burns her arm in its entirety, revealing bone and flesh even as she uses her own lightning to deflect it. The rest of the attack plunges into the water, which explodes a second later into a geyser of foam and white lightning.

The Wyvern Hatchling takes another step. The ambient mana around it shifts to obey as the tiny creature takes control of it, seemingly easier than breathing.

(It won’t stop attacking!) Izzy says.

The wyvern snaps its head toward Izzy as if it heard her.

(Stop?) A new voice sounds in our connection. Then it’s gone, along with the link that connects us.

More mana floods into the wyvern as it floats into the air, and an orb of white lightning forms over it, this one as big as a car.

Every bit of mana I can gather shoots toward it as I trigger [Empyrean Lance], funneling a lot of mana into the skill. A projectile of pure mana with a golden and white core screams through the air.

The attack slams against the wyvern, which instinctively lifts barriers that are far too similar to the ones I made to defend Tess.

More attacks follow behind mine, Izzy’s flames, Tess’s lightning and projectiles, mental attacks, and mana bolts. But the creature, in addition, surrounds itself with that white lightning and lifts its head toward the sky with a roar that spreads much further and faster than it should.

Sophie screams in pain and collapses onto the sand, clutching her head. At the same time, bloody tears stream down Izzy’s cheeks.

“It’s calling for its mom!” our empath shouts.

Then I remember the name of this floor.

Wyvern’s Nest. Of course.

            


Chapter 803 - Not a bad run


                I know I do it sometimes. When I’m around the other members of our group when we’re in danger, I hesitate and become less confident in myself. Or at least more careful.

I hate these emotions, but at the same time, they’re precious to me.

The more I gain, the more afraid I am of losing it all.

I’m sure it will repeat in the future, but for now, I suppress the version of myself who, ever since I returned to the 10th floor, has become overly cautious. I allow a part of me to surface that laughs at these thoughts. Even though, in the end, even that is a part of what makes me me.

I swing my arm, and my vessel behind my back mirrors the motion. A wave of raw mana crashes against the hatchling before it can channel another orb of white lightning. The black halo over the vessel’s head expands in size, and the mana inside of it begins to spin wildly to pull in more of the mana in the area. All of my scattered mana, all the ambient mana agitated by the nearby Champions, and the mana from group 4.

Then I crash against the hatchling, fighting it for its own mana as well. The tiny hatchling with its cold eyes observes what I do, mimicking me and improving at an incredible pace. Its mana reserves aren’t as big as mine, but it’s been pulling on the ambient mana from the moment it was born to bend it to its will.

It is like drawing in the ambient mana is laughably easy for it. A lesser resource that’s child’s play to control. Impure and weak in comparison to its lightning. That tiny body, its bloodline, and whatever mutations and capabilities of its mind seemingly allow greater degrees of mastery.

But I won’t lose.

I take a step ahead, my vessel turning pitch black. Two golden rings glow where the eyes should be, and pale blue lines are mirrored on it where many of my scars are. With the body I have, I won’t lose.

Mana bends to my will and flows through my vessel. My mind channels it, and the vessel carries all effects of my traits and passives. The hatchling tries to fight me for it, but it fails.

I steal its mana as well, constantly launching attacks at it that each contain more mana than an average Hell difficulty attendee should ever possess. These attacks send ripples through the sea surrounding us, causing geysers of water to explode into the air.

Then the little creature looks at my black mana vessel and opens its wings wide. For a moment, its mana pull resists mine. It almost looks like the mana allows it to happen. As if it were accepting the hatchling’s control over it lovingly. An orb forms in front of it and begins to compress. Tricolored, bright white, back to blue, then to one with a white and golden core. It continuously shifts and channels it all, switching between all levels of compression with such ease that it astounds me.

But it fails every time. No matter how hard it tries, that mana doesn’t compress to the point of becoming black.

Those eyes turn even colder, and a dozen projectiles, almost fully mimicking Empyrean Lances, form all around it.

A pulse of my black mana shoots ahead, and the area loses most of its color. Before the projectiles can even launch, they all break into shiny white and golden particles that swirl in the air, spinning and swimming in the currents toward my vessel that takes them all.

When it comes to mana, I don’t think my body and mind really lose that much in comparison to this thing.

[Focus - lvl 78 > Focus - lvl 79]

Signatures of the group around me fade and become just another source of information as my mind estimates how much of the attacks and the pressure the hatchling generates I should block and how much they can deal with.

I find myself capable of focusing on attacking the hatchling quite a bit, only jumping in occasionally to help out the others. I filter the mana my black mana devours to allow them to use their own, and their primordial energies and fragments continue to bombard the hatchling.

Stones are torn from the island and launched high up to fall down like meteors. The flames burst forth, along with the primordial lightning. Somewhere Sophie enters thought acceleration and, within that space, prepares an attack she launches in combination with the twins.

Maya, in her armor, after attacking, moves aside just as Blackie charges in. In a way, he’s pretty similar to this hatchling, quickly improving and now let off the leash, he controls the body of the dead champion much more effectively.

Meanwhile, Biscuit is on the back of the island sniffing the air coming from the west, and amounts of primordial energy I haven’t sensed from him before begin to gather as if he’s preparing for something.

A surge of my kinetic energy ripples through the air as I throw it at Blackie, but it rebounds toward me, instantly far more powerful. I grab it and fling it back again, only for the same thing to happen, the force building much higher with each exchange. And as always, I simply channel it.

I narrow it to a needle point, then compress it further until it’s about as thick as my wrist. Then it tears toward the hatchling with a sound like the sky itself is crying out. The sheer friction of so much energy moving at that speed makes it generate heat, as if the air around it were on the verge of igniting.

It almost matches the speed of the railgun attack Tess launches from her ring. Both of these attacks hit one after another, Tess’s making a hole and mine breaking the barrier and barely missing the hatchling. No, rather than missing, it seems like the space around the creature twists and forces it to miss.

The hatchling screams again and flies to the side as Blackie reaches it, shooting white lightning at the dead demon in an attack that throws Blackie away, and every time his body bounces on the ground, more kinetic energy shoots from him.

As with the shout before, there is that feeling like the trembling of an entire planet, as if we were standing on a gigantic glacier crumbling deep under our feet. That feeling continues to become more and more prominent, like it’s about to open and either swallow us or worse, release something that was never meant to wake.

My black mana turns into multiple orbs that float around me, each shooting ahead and stretching into the shape of a barrier segment to block lightning attacks the hatchling continues to shoot. It starts slowly, with one attack every second, but then it begins to speed up. It becomes two lightning attacks per second. Then five. Then ten. The hatchling’s lightning rains down on us at high speed while I channel, concentrate, and move my mana at the same speed. Just a slight miscalculation, and that lightning would pass through, killing someone on the ground.

That fact only makes my mind calmer, and the hatchling is no longer managing to pull on any of the mana in the area. Any mana of its own gets disrupted the moment it leaves the body.

All of it is mine.

[Eclipse - lvl 69 > Eclipse - lvl 70]

[Current - lvl 45 > Current - lvl 46]

[Current - lvl 46 > Current - lvl 47]

Just as Blackie crashes against it, the hatchling calls again. The voice spreads much wider, and the tremors instantly become more powerful.

Then the entirety of the sky changes color from blue to white, while the clouds instead turn a dark blue. Everything becomes painfully clear in that lighting.

Both of my eyes sizzle in their sockets under the overwhelming amount of information, making me realize that the entirety of the sky has become an array, a domain, or something far greater. Something that now surrounds the entire planet.

I use multiple healing marks from Lily, restoring my eyes as I put the glasses back on, just to watch the hatchling under Blackie. He continues to slam at it even as bursts of reflected kinetic energy surround both of them. In one of these, Maya and Aaron are thrown through the sand and boulders of this island.

From the side, Noodle sneaks and shoots ahead, biting into the hatchling and, unlike Blackie, actually piercing the scales. But immediately, he pulls back, jaw wide open, and his body twisting and swirling in pain and spasms. Another kinetic reflection throws him away, where Lily rushes to his side.

Everything turns into a series of explosions, and I use it to channel more mana, preparing projectiles and fighting for mana more actively now that my [Eclipse] is gone.

Then the Weredeer appears.

Out of nowhere, it’s here, bipedal, constantly bleeding, and standing on the calm sea under the white sky and blue clouds. Even the hatchling and Blackie go still. Everyone stands frozen in terror, unable to move.

In the face of how crazy this situation is, I find myself simply exhaling and smiling. It wasn’t a bad run, I think, as I sweep my gaze over the place and people around me.

Then I take a step, and only I move through that pressure. My vessel moves closer, putting its hands on my shoulders, and the black halo expands even further. My Empyrean Blood circulates much faster as I force it along, and the movement of such pure mana strengthens that field even further, allowing me to grasp mana inside of my body.

The Weredeer turns away from the hatchling to me.

The sky becomes an even purer shade of white, and somewhere on a distant part of the planet, a roar similar to the hatchling’s sounds.

A hint of recognition flashes in the eyes of the Weredeer as it looks at me, and it lifts its clawed arm and swings in an attack that tears rifts into space itself with those claws.

 







 

I find myself somewhere else entirely. A small patch of forest. Grass on a small, gently sloped hill with a tree on the top and a few more trees around on the continuing patch of grass. Everything else beyond that and around that is a neverending white space with no clear walls or ceiling or floor.

I sit there, my back resting against the tree with Biscuit on my lap. He looks just as I remember him from the first floor. When I think of it, isn’t the forest here the same as well? It makes me remember exactly this moment, one of those quiet ones where I found time to get away from everything, together with this wallet stealing corgi.

Automatically, I reach down and pet Biscuit’s head, enjoying the feeling of his fur under my hand.

“I guess we aren’t dead and this isn’t the afterlife either, right?” I ask gently.

(Not dead.) The corgi lifts his head, and behind his eyes, I see his primordial energy more clearly than ever before.

“Biscuit, did you copy my lame Thought Acceleration attempts and create this?”

(Can do. Bond.)

“I see.”

Even with what must be happening outside, I refuse to panic and instead place my trust in this corgi. But there is that faint tension in my chest that makes it harder to breathe. From his feelings, I begin to understand.

I allow myself a few seconds of silence.

(Will help,) He says.

“You know you don’t have to.”

(Want.)

“There is no way there won’t be consequences.”

(Doesn’t matter.)

I open my mouth to say something against that, but I can’t find anything to say. Instead, I reach down and pull him closer against my chest, wrapping my arms around him for a long moment where he doesn’t move at all and just lets me.

After that moment, he turns around and boops my nose with his front paw. I don’t recognize my voice as I say, almost begging, “Don’t die. Don’t leave me.”

(Won’t die. Will find again. Friend again. Nathaniel.)

Someone sobs, and then the thought acceleration disappears.

Out of nowhere, Biscuit stands in front of me, facing the Weredeer with his primordial energy blazing powerfully as ever before.

It devours the Weredeer’s attack.

It devours the space in front of the Weredeer, causing it to reappear somewhere far away.

It devours our bond, cutting it off entirely.

It devours a tiny hole in the structure of the tutorial itself.

And then Biscuit disappears.

            


Chapter 804 - Two Wyverns


                POV The Cerulean Parlor

About three dozen Handlers are sitting about in a cozy-looking lounge with a huge fireplace, and a floor covered in thick fur pelts.

This time, they’ve gathered for a rare opportunity to watch what’s happening inside the tutorial without needing to skirt around the rules. It’s the sort of thing they usually have to work around or get records of long after the fact. Now, they get to watch it as it happens, all thanks to the Ruler of Lust, who is present and sharing the view of her floor.

“Princess, I also think it was quite unpleasant to watch what that animal did to you. By the way, is that a new haircut? It’s beautiful,” says a woman whose body from the waist down is a spider, complete with its own head. Her voice carries a smile and a strange sort of charm.

The Ruler of Lust smiles back at her. Her hair, eyes, and wings are all black, and she’s dressed in a sleeveless red dress.

“Thank you, my dear. And yes, I got my hair cut just a few days ago. It’s been really trendy on my planet,” she leans back in the special chair that doesn’t restrict her big wings and crosses her legs. “And yes, it is a shame, but I myself know how cute and weak I used to be before I got my precious baby. Since then, a lot has changed.”

“I think it is possible the weredeer was stronger than it should have been, wasn’t it? The last floor they cleared had a higher difficulty and fewer restrictions than yours,” the spider woman continues, her voice polite and soothing.

The Ruler of Lust seems to like the observation and nods. “That must be it, though we all know how powerful that brute’s bloodline is. But who knows, maybe he will be mine one day as well,” she laughs.

That causes the Ruler of Kindness sitting nearby to chuckle, and the Princess furrows her brow, deciding to ignore her.

On the screen, they watch the baby wyvern hatch. It lets out a call that spreads through the planet and then rises to face the group arrayed against it. There’s barely any hesitation in that tiny creature. Wyverns are just born like that. Always looking down at every other living thing. It doesn’t even consider the possibility of talking or creating any sort of mutually beneficial relationship. Instead, it attacks on a whim with the intent to kill.

“I almost forgot how cute he used to be when he was just a baby,” the Princess sighs. “Now I can’t even carry him anymore.”

She is about to say something else, but a murmur starts when the barrier weakens the white lightning. The blonde woman deflects the rest with her own, even though it burns the entirety of her arm.

“Her lightning must be very pure to be able to do that much,” one of the Handlers says.

“It was against a newborn wyvern, it should not be considered that impressive,” another one muses.

“I know, but she only holds Primordial lightning. It shouldn’t be able to do even that much against that.”

“Silence, you two. He is using-”

That man gets interrupted by the Ruler of Kindness. “He is using black mana. Remember, that’s the name.” The way she smiles makes the others nervous, but they force a smile back and quickly nod.

“…he is using blackmana again,” the Handler completes his sentence. “I was curious how it would stack up against the white lightning ever since he had his clash with Lyraen.”

They watch on the screen as the domain expands. A man with a cold expression moves, and his vessel follows his movements. His mind controls all that mana, and the vessel channels it. Black orbs move all across the field, creating barriers to block the white lightning that the wyvern is beginning to master at an incredible pace with bursts of white sparks.

The Ruler of Kindness, sitting on the couch, allows her body to slide down until her head falls on the legs of the person she’s seated next to. Her golden hair spreads over them like a brilliant waterfall as she looks up at the woman.

“What do you think of your ward?” she asks. “How does he compare to the Ruler of Greed, said to be the most powerful combat mage since Lissandra Hawthorne?”

The Ruler of Greed doesn’t look at the screen, nor the other Handlers, nor even the other Rulers present. She just looks down at her friend. “He’s still not enough.”

“I think you’re lying.”

“You can think that. And what is your opinion of him?” After only a second, she adds, “Lady Kindness?”

“I like him. He should rely on his black mana even more, allow it into his body, and let it turn him into a monster, hopefully one just as powerful as the Empyrean Thaumarch once was. Did you hear that Pride said the Thaumarch was the strongest person he had ever faced?”

“Was that before or after his duel with Lissandra Hawthorne?”

“I haven’t spoken to him in a long time, so who knows? Maybe Lissandra stands higher in his opinion.” Kindness laughs playfully and turns her head to the side to watch the screen before addressing everyone in the room. “I noticed not many of you have spoken of that man’s adorable little bond.”

This time it’s the Princess who speaks. “I agree that he is cute, and while his Pantophagic primordial energy is powerful, what can he actually do here?”

“Princess, isn’t that the primordial energy that one clan of wolves also has?” one of the Handlers asks.

The Ruler of Lust smiles at the woman, asking, causing her to blush and look away. “Yes, the descendants of the World Devouring wolf. Though sometimes beings outside of their clan appear with Pantophagic energy. I wonder why the system hasn’t given out a quest to erase them as it did with the Empyreans. But look, my cute little murderer is back.”

As she says this, multiple Handlers chuckle. The spider woman on the side smiles for a short moment while watching the screen, though her spider head remains turned toward where the Ruler of Kindness lies on her friend’s legs.

The weredeer’s appearance causes the fight to stop. Everyone halts, and no one makes fun of it. Many of them remember their first meeting with an Absolute who wasn’t restricting their pressure.

Yet, through all of that, a single man moves. His steps are slow, almost unhurried, as he moves in front of everyone else.

“What an incredible body and mind,” one of the Handlers whispers with admiration. “If not for Nyssa or Christoph, he would’ve been the greatest attendee in the past thousand years.”

“And what a smile,” another one says, and a few of them chuckle, throwing in similar words.

“I still think Lyraen shows more promise. And some of the overlooked S ranks that completed their tutorial have been doing really well. Have you heard of Ozlashaktralq? He’s almost an Absolute now.”

No one seems to worry much about the people on the screen or the chance they might die in the next moment. Many of them have already had their fun watching this curious new development. Some of them, perhaps, are even hoping for the people on the screen to die so their own wards will have better opportunities in Beyond. Others might have already placed bets, sure to win them plenty of shards.

But their words stick mid sentence as the small corgi moves ahead. The primordial energy he’s been raising flashes forward with a strength like never before. The weredeer disappears, and the corgi follows, causing an eruption of multiple conversations as groups explode into excited chatter.

“…Did he damage the tutorial’s structure?”

“Very pure Pantophagic energy can do that, though at a high cost, but even the members of that wolf clan avoid using it to such an extent to avoid triggering the eradication quest from the system. The poor little thing either couldn’t control it or must have been desperate.”

“He’s probably gone. Is he dead?”

“If he didn’t, his mind must have been destroyed by such an abuse. Or at least that energy devoured part of him, I’ve heard of such cases.”

“It damaged the tutorial’s frame. The Ruler of Diligence is going to be angry.”

“The system’s probably fixed it already and adapted against such cases in the future, making the energy weaker. The system can be slow to adapt to such unique powers that aren’t used much. Give it some time, and it will suppress that energy to the level of the common five. In the end, it was just a tiny hole in this instance of the tutorial, and it was only there for a fraction of a second anyway.” One handler flatly explains, though he hasn’t spoken until now, a lumoran whose limbs are all made of crystal with mana bouncing around inside his visible bones.

“I bet a million shards that the cute creature is dead.”

“Two million shards. It’s alive, but it’s crippled, and its mind is broken.”

“Three million shards, it will…”

The Ruler of Greed tunes them out as she observes the Ruler of Lust, who stands with a flashy smile. Greeting everyone else and even bowing toward the Ruler of Kindness, then Lust hurriedly leaves.

It seems the Ruler of Greed knows what is happening or where she went and seems intent on following her, but she is stopped by the blonde resting on her knees.

“There is no need,” the blonde mouths.

It causes her friend to furrow her brow, but she stays and settles back.

With the weredeer gone, the view on the screen shifts to where it had been before, but before it can return, it pauses and shifts to the south.

The ground erupts as something colossal pulls itself from the depths, a wyvern resembling the hatchling, yet scaled to a terrifying, incomparable magnitude.

This is the source of the domain currently suffocating the planet. While wyverns are well known for their searing white lightning, they are equally feared for their mastery over various domains.

The beast instantly senses its offspring’s presence, but its path is blocked by the opponent that appears in front of it.

A long time ago, it would have squashed that being in mere seconds, erased it from the face of the world for daring to stand in its way. But not anymore. It’s old, dying. Woken by the call of its offspring, it climbs from the place meant to become its tomb.

Even so, it looks down at the creature facing it and spreads its torn wings wide, space itself shaking around it. It knows it won’t be able to track the cry of the hatchling without dealing with the opponent in front of it.

The screens are now maintained by Kindness after Lust’s departure. And just as the Handlers begin to bet on the fight, she switches the view back to the group facing the hatchling. Even though disappointed, none of them dares to complain too much.

“I had hoped they would have killed the hatchling by now. I bet that would’ve made the mama wyvern very angry,” one of the men says. His body is covered in fur, and his face bears animalistic features slightly reminiscent of a bear. Despite this, he wears a pure white suit.

“You’ve been hoping for that ever since the egg cracked,” the spider woman reminds him gently. “Plenty of time still remains, though, and I bet the mama wyvern would’ve sensed if it had gotten hurt and pushed through the weredeer.”

The bear-man dismissively waves his hand. “Just look, they’re already holding back. That annoying little empath told them to. Why does she keep crying?”

The spider woman speaks as she continues to observe the fight. “Isn’t it because the hatchling destroyed one of the twins? It is very impressive. No wonder Lady Lust rose so fast after taming it. What surprises me is how the others are holding back. I would’ve expected them to have killed it by now, they seem capable of doing so.”

“Because of that annoying empath, they knew the mama wyvern would come and have decided to ruin my fun by not doing so,” the bear-man sighs, but continues to watch the screen.

They watch the rest of the fight, which turns into an attempt to contain the baby wyvern. As they hold it down, mostly through the effort of the man with two differently colored eyes, some of the others try to kill the hatchling, causing the man to block their attacks wordlessly.

Multiple people in the Cerulean Parlor compliment the way he contains the creature and defends against its white lightning. They also note the way he blocks all attempts at communication the hatchling makes to call for its parent. After observing it only twice, he seems to have devised a method to silence it.

He and the hatchling constantly clash in a way where a single mistake, a single slip-up, or the wavering of a tired mind would allow the creature to break through. His black mana continues to flare up constantly, pulling further into the area and feeding on the ambient mana. The vessel behind his back grows in size, pressing against the barrier stacked around the hatchling and catching rays of white lightning.

There are bets on how long he’ll be able to endure, with many guessing just ten minutes as the hatchling continues to grow and learn at a rapid pace, soon to reach the level of a Champion’s power.

He endures for over fifty minutes.

The hatchling finds itself incapable of doing anything. It cannot break through, it cannot mimic his black mana, and it cannot develop the mana control necessary to shatter the man’s ability. In the end, for the first time, it shows fear, pulling back to the far side of the barrier and away from the man whose gaze hasn’t changed once. Not when one of the twins exploded in a bolt of white lightning. Not when the others threw themselves forward to kill the hatchling, or when his bond disappeared.

It doesn’t even seem as if he has blinked since.

That same expression remains even when the entrance to the next floor opens, and everyone else leaves with all the items they can carry. Finally, the barrier around the hatchling disappears.

It cries for its mother multiple times into a world that seems to be falling apart from the fight, far away. The tremors intensify in reaction to that call, and the man lets it happen.

The arms of the black vessel behind him move and grab the hatchling, even as the creature surrounds itself with a cloak of sparking white lightning that punches holes into the vessel and burns through mana.

The man forms a spear of blood in his hand and stabs just once, straight through where he senses the beating heart of the hatchling.

Without so much as a glimmer of satisfaction or any other cruel emotion, he walks away, leaving the hatchling and even his vessel holding it behind as he steps through the portal, which closes to the cries of a distant, dying wyvern.

            


Chapter 805 - For a few more minutes


                POV Nathaniel

One day after entering the 11th floor and confirming it’s somewhat safe, I enter Beyond. Just as I’d hoped, I find myself in the usual place with Ruby sitting behind her table.

“Hey,” she greets me.

“Hey,” I say back, sliding into the chair opposite her.

Coming out of the scorching heat of the 11th floor, it feels weirdly comfortable here.

“Biscuit isn’t in Beyond?” I ask, just in case. I wanted to get that question out as soon as I could, though I suspect I know the answer.

“He is not,” Ruby answers. She quickly continues, “Why don’t you stay here for a few more minutes before you use a Tutorial Stay token? It costs half a million shards. You shouldn’t waste them like that.”

“I don’t think I can currently find it in myself to care about that,” I say, and yet I remain seated in the chair.

“That floor really got fucked up,” she says.

“It did.”

“So, how are you taking it?”

I give myself a moment to think before I shrug. “It sucks, but honestly, I’d been waiting for something like that to go wrong. It is kind of in the name of this difficulty. It could have ended much worse. This failure doesn’t even change anything or add further to our ‘motivation.’ All of us already knew that we needed to get stronger. It was just as you said: a shitty floor full of mistakes. Some of which could have been avoided, and others that were just bad luck.”

“That is true,” she says in a gentle voice, hinting for me to continue.

I find no reason not to. People always feel a bit better after complaining to someone who listens, so why not? “Biscuit is gone. Our bond is gone. But I will find him, or he will find me.” I pause and lean back to look upwards. “He’s strong, so I’m sure he’s okay. But I guess that’s not something you can tell me?”

“It is complicated. As a Ruler, some of my actions or words could bring unwanted attention from the system. It is best if I stay quiet for now.”

I nod. “I understand. Then there’s Noodle, who’s still in pain after biting the wyvern. We think that gluttonous snake is trying to absorb some of its blood, and I think he’s started to change a bit.”

“I know you have some as well, from when you stabbed the hatchling.”

“I do. Me and Lily will be using it to try and forcefully strengthen or evolve my blood trait, if possible, or share it with someone more compatible from the group. There isn’t much of it, so I don’t really know yet.”

“Be careful.”

“As much as is reasonable,” I pause again, and this time the feeling is different, the kind that makes it difficult to talk. “Then there’s Aaron. His body, his mana heart… all of it, gone. Now he’s been reduced to a mind living in his brother’s head.”

“It was the better option of the two.”

I nod again. “It is. That maniac even transferred all his stats to Dennis before his body got destroyed, so Dennis has effectively doubled his stats. Aaron can partially help him with some skills and stuff, too. So Dennis got a huge boost, and he’s been joking that he might enter Beyond if possible, though I think that joking is just helping him avoid curling into a ball to cry. Apparently, on the later floors, you can get an individual quest to enter Beyond.”

“You can. It starts on the 10th with rare chances on lower ones. You don’t even need an upgraded difficulty change token anymore. Though by that point, there’s usually much less time for you to explore Beyond or take advantage of its events and quests.”

“That much is obvious,” I say, deciding to complain a bit more. “If you saw that… Aaron jumped in to save Izzy. I failed to contain the lightning when the hatchling took advantage of my state after Biscuit disappeared against me. Without Aaron, Izzy would be dead. But now he doesn’t have a body, and no one knows if he’ll disappear soon, if he counts as an attendee, if the stats he shared with Dennis will stay, or if he can level up and get stronger. Lily could probably clone Dennis or slowly tear him apart piece by piece, like, tear off his arm, heal it, tear off his leg, heal it, use the harvested parts to build a ‘clone’ we could just maybe use Sophie to transfer Aaron into. But that body wouldn’t have a mana heart, and I think without that mana, it would fail to keep that ‘mind’ alive. Even if we had Aaron’s brain and copied it perfectly, we’d still just be creating a copy of him. Saying it sucks underestimates it a lot.”

Ruby, who listens patiently, agrees. “It does suck a lot. Were you scared?”

“Of course I was. Scared shitless when I saw his body evaporate. I thought I’d just lost a friend. But what I feel is nothing in comparison to what he or his brother felt.”

“Don’t dismiss your own scars. You’ve gone through a lot, too. You lost your bond, and your body is continuing to fail. You’re living in constant pain, and the pressure of knowing a single lapse in mana control could mean the end. On top of that, the burden of being the strongest falls entirely on your shoulders. Your planet, family, and life are being threatened by that man, and things on Earth are changing as he establishes his base there and makes his plans for the coming decades, not just the next few years. Before you ask: he is honoring his promise, and your family and friends are safe.”

“If you say it like that, it sounds like a lot,” I allow myself a breather, especially as I notice her reaching towards me and handling my mana in my stead. As she does, it feels like a constant hum in the background disappears, and some weight lifts off my shoulders, too.

Still, I look at her. “But it is something I chose of my own free will. As for the things I didn’t, well, there I’ve gained a lot in return that normal people couldn’t even dream of. It is obvious there would be a price for that.”

I examine one of the mana stones lying on her table. “I thought about it, Ruby. I often think that these things happen because I’m just not strong enough, and to some point, it is true. But then I also look up. At the Rulers, and at you, and I can’t help but think how pathetic each one of you is. So I’ve come to think that it would still be the same even if I reached your level. Tied back by various deals, goals, and straight up the system itself.”

Her eyes narrow just as I look up from the table at her. “And I wonder, Ruby. When was the last time you truly did the utmost you could? I keep thinking of Lissandra as she was when I met her on the second floor. Satisfied with where she was. The strongest there was without challenge, stepping back so the others of her planet could take over and prove their worth. And then I think that you, I, she, we’re similar in a way. Right at this moment, I feel angry. Motivated. There are many things I want to do right away, promises of revenge I have to keep, and promises to never let these events repeat themselves. Yet, I’ve felt like this before. These emotions will, in the coming months, fade from a blazing flame into glowing embers. I think that’s just how humans and other beings are.”

She doesn’t break eye contact or say anything, so I allow these words to die off and look away from her. For a minute, we stay quiet just like that.

Then she speaks again, this time asking a question. “And why do you do all you do?”

There are many options I could answer, the usual ones, but for some reason, for a short moment, a memory of the lumoran Champion, Feroy, flashes through my mind from when I asked a similar question. Back then, he just spoke with that hint of gentleness in his voice.

“Because I’m a Champion of my people.”

But out loud, I just say, “Because as long as I’m the strongest, no one can take anything from me or force me into choices I don’t want to make.”

“That’s good to hear,” she says. “Want to change the subject to something more lighthearted before you go?”

“Why not.”

“The Lycan you met on the 9th floor is the Ruler of Wrath, currently considered the 3rd or 4th strongest Ruler. People can’t decide who should be third, either him or me, though I think it should be obvious.”

“It is obvious.”

“Good boy. So, fun fact: since Kindness and I were blocked after you ran to Beyond with his hand, you almost traded with him for it, instead of Diligence.”

“Oh.”

“Yes, oh. Though amusing, I don’t think it would have been a very pleasant experience for you. Another thing. Would you like to know why he abstained from the votes for the new floor quest?”

“Please tell me.”

“He was too busy laughing his ass off after seeing Lust’s replica being obliterated by that Weredeer. Though in direct combat she is no better than an average Champion, it is quite a shame she got killed that way, especially as it was, in a way, caused by him.”

“How did she even become a Ruler?” I ask.

“The 10th floor has a two month duration. At the end of those months, the Champion would’ve gotten the egg and gifted it to her, at which point she would’ve realized what it was. For her, it is a pleasant memory as she was able to charm a wyvern and, thanks to it, grow much stronger. Currently, she has tamed one more wyvern like that and many more powerful beings she’s added to her ‘collection over time.’ Yet, she remains weak in direct combat, even though her other strengths are quite impressive.”

“Are you sure you can tell me all that?”

“Today… I don’t care for the rules that much.” She moves her hands and, reaching into one of the drawers, draws out two glasses and puts them in front of us. Then, from the same place, she takes a bottle that shouldn’t logically fit there and pours us a liquid that is green with yellow sparks glowing inside.

I pick up my glass and take a sip, followed by another. For a moment, I close my eyes and enjoy the feeling of strange warmth spreading through my body, relaxing my control of mana even further. Ruby helps me control it, keeping it from damaging my body, while the rest of it just seeps into the area. It’s something that would usually threaten the lives of even powerful people, yet there is no chance of it doing something like that to her.

“Want me to give you the fur pelts and wood you got from the Magi so you can take them with you to the 11th floor?” she asks.

“No,” I shake my head. “Please send them to Crimson Forge along with the Everwood. I’ll be back in a few days.”

“Will do,” she says, pouring us more.

I drink again and notice that the more I drink, the more numb my body and mind become in a strange way. All noises become slightly distant, and I become just a passenger.

“It must be expensive,” I note, taking another sip.

“Very. It is impossible to make more of it anymore.”

“Give me some so I can take it with me.”

“Ten million shards for a bottle.”

I pause just as I lift the glass near my mouth and look at her to see if she is serious. She seems to be.

So I just take another sip and then stand to pour us both another glass, being sure to fill my glass to the rim.
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Chapter 806 - 11th Floor


                Once back on the 11th floor, I find myself inside a cave that isn’t particularly deep. It is wide, however, and offers an open view of the scorching dunes outside. There’s no greenery at all, and even rock formations are rare. Otherwise, it is just sand as far as I can see, with the air wavering over the horizon with the heat. I have a suspicion that spending just a few seconds out there would have melted my pre-tutorial self.

The star of this system appears to be either two or three times the size of Earth’s sun, unless perhaps we’re just that much closer. The light itself is harsh, almost white. Interestingly enough, I don’t think this planet is rotating at all. Min-Jae said it’s probably tidally locked, similar to Earth’s moon.

I take in that view for a while longer before taking over Izzy’s effort to absorb some of the heat inside the cave to make the temperature a bit less harsh.

“Did you bring something to drink?” Sophie asks, coming to a stop at my side.

“Just a little bit,” I say as I pull a few bottles of water from my bag. Between them, there is also a bottle of green liquid with yellow sparks that I bought for one shard. I stare at that bottle for a bit, thoughts swirling in my mind, before handing it directly to Sophie. “Please make sure everyone takes a sip or two. Especially Izzy and Dennis.”

She seems to notice the tone of my voice and nods. “You don’t have that item you used to have for storing liquids?”

“I took it apart a long time ago. I thought it had some sort of spatial compression component and tried to learn from it.”

“I see,” she says. “I don’t remember the last time I felt so thirsty, and even in this heat, I shouldn’t. So maybe it’s part of this floor’s settings or some effect of the environment. There are even some side quests that reward water, so that confirms it should be a big part of it.”

“It seems so,” I agree. “You should use a one day Beyond Stay token and bring some resources back. I’ll stay here and scout the area a little.”

Sophie nods and pulls me slightly off to the side by my arm, lowering her voice even as she sets a field that prevents anyone from listening in. “Nat, I really don’t want to enter Dennis’ mind. I’m too scared I’ll mess with whatever Aaron did when he moved there. I’m also terrified of what a powerful disrupting pulse could do to what remains. Such an attack could easily treat it like an array or something to be disrupted. Their [Connection] is a weird skill, and them being twins, they always did even weirder things with it, so I’m not exactly sure how it would react.”

“I think that all you said makes sense, so let’s not rush and be very careful about it,” I nod.

She covers her face with her palms and rubs them over it, sighing. “Izzy is a mess. Tess is holding strong, but her arm isn’t going to be restored anytime soon, even with Lily’s abilities, and we have to keep an eye on Noodle. Then… Biscuit… are you okay?”

“There is no need to worry about me.”

After looking up at me, she says in a quieter voice, “I guess there’s not. I already sent Blackie out there to scan the area, and I’ll leave him here while I go to Beyond. He will listen to any of you, so take advantage of that if you need to.”

“Sure.”

After that, Sophie returns to the group, and I, after distributing the rest of the food and water I managed to get from Ruby, head toward the exit of the cave. Before leaving, I set up an array to help regulate the temperature. I leave behind an orb made of a tiny bit of mana that isn’t even meant to power it, instead, in the middle of it, a drop of my blood floats, something I’ve been experimenting with to see how well it works as a replacement for a mana battery.

“You are coming with me,” I say, stopping to address Min-Jae, who’s just been sitting there looking lost.

I don’t even wait for his answer and exit the cave as I hear him scramble to his feet. The temperature immediately increases, and the air alone feels hotter than some of the fire skills that have been used against me. To deal with it, I expand my reach over myself and Min-Jae, continuously absorbing heat which I then channel and turn into mana to feed the crown floating over my head.

There is a feeling of something missing, so I stop and try to remember what it might be, only to realize that the missing part is my connection to Biscuit. Which now feels quiet and empty.

I begin to walk again, and Min-Jae speeds up to walk at my side. As we walk, we don’t hurry at all. I keep within sight of the cave, where I have multiple Ley Lines and marks placed.

Walking over a few dunes under the scorching heat, we reach Blackie. Sophie’s bond notices us and explodes into a run that comes to an abrupt stop some distance away. Every time the wind blows or grains of sand hit him, pulses of kinetic energy are sent out into the area around his body. Unlike when we were in the city or on the flying ship, he isn’t wearing the cloak to help him with that, but so far, there’s not much reason to.

As we stand there, I sit down in the hot sand. I even stop absorbing the heat fully, allowing the dry temperature to attack my body. As Min-Jae sits down next to me, I notice his glance and do the same for him, allowing us both to feel the burn.

Blackie, seeing us sit, follows suit, though more energetically. His movement causes a larger explosion of kinetic energy, which makes more sand blast into the air and rain down, triggering even more tiny explosions.

Watching it all happen, I don’t reach out to stop it. Instead, I observe it until Min-Jae uses his [Telekinesis] to make each individual grain of sand around Blackie halt in mid-air.

While Blackie watches the floating grains with what feels like fascination, poking them with the tip of his finger, I ask, “Are you okay?”

“I think so. I mean, I’m sad and shocked, but as long as there’s hope, I have something to hold on to. If the worst were to happen, I’ll be devastated at that point anyway, so there’s no point in spiraling now,” he says. “At least that’s what I try to do. And you?”

“Similar.”

Min-Jae pulls his knees to his chest. “I think for a while I even wished it was me instead, but I know how stupid that is. Now, at the same time, I’m angry at Aaron, and yet I admire him for what he’s done.”

“It is a bit cool of him, but as you said, I want to punch him too.”

“I didn’t say anything about punching.”

“Punch him like ten times,” I sigh and lie back into the sand, not minding the grains as they wash over my face. “One of my rewards for the last floor was an option to select an item reward. A Low Pristine. Don’t you think it’s stupid how incredible the rewards we got are, and yet they feel so useless at the same time?”

“I know exactly what you mean,” he says.

“Yeah, I thought you would. I’ll buy an item for Dennis, something to protect his mind against mana disruption and mental attacks.”

“Did Sophie talk to you about it?”

“She did, but it was something I thought of on my own. Her coming to me with the exact same thought without me having to mention it tells me that the concern is very likely to be reasonable.”

“Yeah,” Min-Jae says, standing up. His mana flickers around him as he creates a barrier against the heat. “I will head back. If anything happens, I’ll pull on one of your Ley Lines.”

“Yup, see you later,” I say, turning to Blackie. “You go back as well. I’m going to scout the area a bit.”

As Min-Jae leaves, Blackie hurriedly rises to his feet and runs after him. I follow them with my eyes for a while before turning away. Then, I open my notifications and go through them one after another, after all, I only really glanced at them once we completed the 10th floor.

[Redistribution - lvl 77 > Redistribution - lvl 78]

[Manifestation - lvl 43 > Manifestation - lvl 44]

[Manifestation - lvl 44 > Manifestation - lvl 45]

[Current - lvl 47 > Current - lvl 48]

[Mana Manipulation - lvl 79 > Mana Manipulation - lvl 80]

[You have defeated Wyvern Hatchling - lvl 439]

[Lvl 402 > Lvl 403]

[Lvl 403 > Lvl 404]

[Lvl 404 > Lvl 405]

[Lvl 405 > Lvl 406]

[Lvl 406 > Lvl 407]

 



Congratulations! You have cleared the 10th floor of the Hell difficulty tutorial.

Welcome to the 11th floor: Xyphos.

 



The objective of the cleared 10th Floor quest has been altered, and the rewards have been improved in line with the newly calculated difficulty.

You have acquired:

Trait strengthening token (up to 2nd stage)

Three active skills combination token

Low Pristine passive skill

Low Pristine item

 



I scroll past all of that and check the objective of this floor.

 



Floor Quest:

Xyphos is best known for its Labyrinth, an ancient structure built long ago by unknown hands for purposes that remain a mystery. The planet is also one of the few places in the known systems where Talnium can be harvested, a rare and highly coveted resource.

Three major corporations, along with numerous independent organizations, are constantly clashing for control of its harvest. Some are attempting to establish legitimate mining operations, while others rely on smuggling networks and covert strikes to secure their share.

Your objective is to obtain half a packet of Talnium and ensure it is successfully transported off Xyphos.



Rewards:

???

Passive skill combination token

 



Falling into deep thought, I muse over the objective, this time more deeply than before, and as thoroughly as the information I currently have allows.

After that, I close the window and open a new one as I use one of my rewards.

 



You have used an active skill combination token. Please pick three skills from the following list to combine.

Warning! Combining three skills will reduce the level of the acquired skill.

Warning! A combination of incompatible skills may result in a worse skill.

Warning! After combining the skills, it will become extremely difficult to acquire the skills used in the combination.

Please select the main skill of the combination and two supportive skills.

List of available skills to combine:

Perception - Lvl 77

Mana Manipulation - Lvl 80

Ley Line - Lvl 76

Current - Lvl 48

 



Congratulations, you have successfully combined [Ley Line], [Mana Manipulation], and [Current]! A new skill has been created.

You have acquired [Weave]

[Weave - lvl 0 > Weave - lvl 9]

 



Still sitting in the sand, I reach out my hand with my palm up. Just as the sand moves around me, a few particles made of mana swirl over it.

 



Congratulations, you have acquired a new skill!

[Mana Manipulation]

[Mana Manipulation - Level 0 > Mana Manipulation - Level 78]

 



Not enough.

These particles begin to move faster as more of them appear. Between them, pale blue, white, and golden ones show as well, moving erratically like a poked beehive. I push further until there are more and more of them.

[Mana Manipulation - Level 78 > Mana Manipulation - Level 79]

Under my Preeminence Eyes, they all halt and hang still in the air as I remember the end of the last floor, the way the hatchling moved its mana, and the way I mimicked and adapted to it faster than it could. My blood feels like it’s burning in my hand, and I begin to actively pull ambient mana from the air, imprinting my will upon it.

Without my passives, without my domain or black mana, that mana still obeys my will and gathers over the palm of my hand.

[Mana Manipulation - Level 79 > Mana Manipulation - Level 80]

Better.

            


Chapter 807 - I’d better clean it up


                I stand up and dust the sand off my clothes, stopping for a while to look at the shard on the back of my left hand. As half of it splits, I catch it between my index finger and thumb, taking a moment to observe it in the bright light of this floor. Then, I send all of the mana from my crown into it and throw it into the sand.

It begins to rapidly grow, at first just a trunk with a few branches and no leaves, but as it gets bigger, transparent green leaves with lights gently swimming inside grow as well.

It grows to be as tall as me. Using it as a node, I use my new skill to connect lines to it. The Nameless Tree makes them more durable and stable, even as I connect them to the existing ones that lead to everyone in Group 4.

I give myself a few minutes to work with the tree, molding it into the way I want it to work for now. With the tree at the center, a simple domain expands. This one works just as my [Redistribution] does, causing all the wind in the area to weaken as it begins to be absorbed, not all, but about half, of the kinetic energy from everything, from the moving sand to the movement of the wind.

It isn’t extremely efficient, and through my connection to it via the half-crystal in my hand, I have to actively keep the absorption working, but it’s not something that takes much of a toll on me. All absorbed kinetic energy is then fed to the tree, making it grow taller, its effects better, its range higher, and my connection to it stronger, along with the powers I can send through it.

Doing as I said I would, I begin moving toward an area where I saw higher levels of mana when I originally flew into the air to get a feel for the area. Still not feeling like getting into too much of a rush, I just walk, occasionally moving over larger distances with Wraith Dance. Sometimes I stop at the top of a dune and just take in the view.

Surprised, I also notice that enduring the heat takes a weirdly high amount of mana. Sure, it is hot here, but it shouldn’t be draining me to such a degree. Well, it’s not like I’ll be running out anytime soon. I’m sure I could keep it up for months if I wanted, but for someone at a lower level, the surface would be unlivable. Someone with a powerful body could probably endure it with just that, or possibly with the right passives or items, but if you came here unprepared and didn’t find a place with a bit of relief, this planet could kill you fairly quickly.

So far, I haven’t detected any monsters or animals. As always, it makes me wonder if it’s just the floor’s settings, the environment of the place the floor’s been based on, something I have no experience with, or a mix of all three.

While moving, I also use the glasses to train my eyes. It only really requires sending bits of my mana through the frame, which activates the lenses and the training regime the Magi designed them with. I suspect the frame tracks my eye movements and their reactions, modifying what I see accordingly.

At times, the ambient mana becomes more visible, either at random or through some system I don’t yet understand, using color to draw my attention. That color becomes brighter and brighter to the point where, if I fail the exercise, it becomes nearly impossible to see. What the glasses do is emphasize the ambient mana, track my eyes, and use the lenses as a shield so the influence of my eyes doesn’t expand further than I can handle.

The glasses then require me to look at that ambient mana and understand it.

How the glasses know if I failed or passed the exercise, I have no idea. They also occasionally “zoom in” on certain waves and allow more information through, at first in small areas, and then in larger ones.

A few times, it surprises me how much I can gather. It’s not like the glasses are doing the work, but rather that they focus my sight, making me realize what I’m already capable of seeing.

As annoying as that man is, I must acknowledge his talent. This exercise is exactly what I needed, not to mention the way the glasses filter out some information so my mind doesn’t get overwhelmed.

It also makes me wonder what else Elian put into these glasses. I’m sure I would have added more if I were him.

Can he see through them? Do they gather other information on the tutorial or on me? Do they send him some sort of tutorial coordinates? Could they explode and kill me instantly? Do they contain a tiny part of his mind, and will I eventually have a new intruder in my mental space?

I don’t know, but I wouldn’t be surprised by any of those possibilities, though I don’t really think Diligence or Ruby would be likely to let something that excessive happen. But who knows? They could’ve been tricked, too.

As I reach my destination, I stop using the glasses and take a look around. As far as I can see, there aren’t any signs of any man made structures, so I look down at my feet. Through the sand, from deep below, small amounts of mana reach the surface. When I send my senses down there, I notice defensive and alarm arrays. I work around them, quickly finding a weak link and placing a mark.

Teleporting, I find myself in a tunnel around half a mile below the surface. The temperature difference is incredible. Right now, it feels like a warm autumn day at most, a far cry from the sand melting temperatures outside.

Spotting a group of people nearby, I head their way, listening to their voices.

“Aurate Consortium has taken over the Shades’ base number two, the one on the night side. They just found more Talnium there, possibly two packets’ worth to harvest. Man, I would slit all their throats myself for even half of that.”

“Fuuuck, didn’t the Shades hire some sort of Absolute Candidate not long ago?”

“Two of the arrogant fuckers, you know how those candidates tend to be. Boss said the Consortium’s Adjudicator appeared there, so they’re dead.”

“Okay, great. We bail.”

“Do not bullshit yourself. They won’t send an Adjudicator after a small group like ours. Just keep your head down, we’ll continue our harvest and ditch the place with the next shipment. There is no way I’m staying here any longer with how things have been going.”

Coming closer, I observe them in the light of small shining orbs inside vials that each of them has on their waist. They are all around level 200 to 300. Each of them is wearing a strange sort of clothing that covers their entire body, leaving no skin showing from the neck down. Even their faces can be hidden, as each carries a helmet designed to cover the entire head and connect to the rest of the suit.

The suit itself is white, visible even through the dirt and patches of dried mud and sand clinging to them. It isn’t very thin, rather, it seems like there are dozens of pinkie-width tubes covering most of the surface and connecting to a few reservoirs, each with some sort of liquid inside.

Lastly, each of the suits has a mana battery in the helmet and another in the middle of the chest, which looks to me like it can be switched over to be powered by the mana generated by the heart, given the presence of some sort of structure on that part of the chest. Each of the men here has a weapon. The walls of the tunnels are covered in bits of machinery and ventilation systems, and nearby, there’s a small teleportation array, currently powered by a full mana stone, ready to be used.

Finally, they notice me too, and a dark blue projectile with a hint of purple mana shoots at my head. Covering the back of my hand with oscillating mana, I flick it away, at which point it breaks into a cloud of tiny particles that swirl in the air and get pulled into the crown over my head.

Multiple attacks follow in a similar manner, and I deflect each of them the same way. A few of the men move to run at me and, surprisingly, most of them surround themselves with armor made of mana. Looking with my Preeminence Eyes, I observe the structure of each, find a weakness, and then, through my gaze alone, each suit of armor breaks apart before the men can even reach me. A burst of kinetic energy bounces off the walls and violently pushes them back, sending them sliding until they can bring themselves to a stop.

Even in the comfortably temperatured tunnels, a few of them show beads of sweat on their foreheads, and a few even carefully move back toward the teleportation array, unknowingly to the others who are closer to me.

“So, I have a few questions,” I say in a voice I believe to be polite and calming.

Another attack launches at me, the projectile disrupted just before it touches my head, and particles are pulled to the crown.

The lynthari man who did moves to do it again, but before he even can, [Empyrean Lance] launches from me. It stabs through his chest, carries him over a short distance, and pins him against the wall. The man twitches a few times, attempting to pull the lance away while only wounding his hands, eventually dying.

[You have defeated Hexblade - lvl 295]

The lance disappears, causing his body to slide down the wall and drop to the ground in the silence that ensues.

“I have a few questions,” I repeat.

“Fuck you! You know we can’t say anything! Who are you with?” one of them, a velnar man who just barely fits into the tunnel, shouts at me.

“Why can’t you say anything?”

“You… you have no idea?” the velnar stares at me almost unbelievingly, but with even more growing suspicion, the same as the rest of the group. “It’s because of the implant in our brains. Everyone coming to Xyphos has them so they can kill us if we break the rules, and erase the coordinates of this place from our minds!”

I ignore his loud, almost shouting voice and, without caring if he notices, I scan his body, searching for the implant. Just as I find it and locate it in the middle of his head, the velnar groans in pain and falls to his knees while holding his head.

Observing even that, I deflect a few more attacks, wary not to kill the attackers.

How weird, I would have sworn I hadn’t disrupted any of the implant’s sensors for triggering that reaction. Either someone very skilled at the level of Champion or higher made them, or they’ve just been made in a way I have no experience with.

One of the men tries to rush through the teleportation array, and one of my lances pierces through his head, causing the body to fall down as I think about what I should do.

I already killed a few, so just letting them go wouldn’t make sense, and the result would likely be the same or worse than just getting rid of them. But then there’s the teleportation array, and I don’t know if more people will come through, possibly bringing someone powerful, so I can’t just leave it be.

And as much as I would like to ask the men in front of me, I don’t think they lied, and the implant probably wouldn’t allow it. The result would be the same even if me and Lily were working together to remove it. I confirm as much as I reach toward the implant in the velnar’s head. That causes him to shout in pain again. A few veins in his eyes burst, making his eyes bleed.

I don’t think I can destroy it, teleport it away, or anything similar. Well, not before it kills the man. The more I examine the implant, the more I realize it is quite impressive.

The attacks on me intensify in a way that feels desperate. Thrown weapons, some arrays activated, mana batteries powering the suit used to overclock it, and more. Yet I halt all movements and disrupt all the mana.

“Fucker! I swear my brother will kill your ass along with the organisation helping you! I…” The velnar doesn’t get to finish as his head explodes in a high pitch of kinetic energy I send his way, carving a deep hole into the wall behind him.

Only a second later, do I realize what happened and furrow my brow.

This could easily turn into a mess and snowball into something more dangerous. So I’d better clean it up. 

The rest of the men die in the same way, and, passing by them, I reach the teleportation array. There seems to be a code required to activate it, and as I dig deeper, I deduce it must be something the men here hold, so I begin to search while a part of me continues working to decipher the array.

Meanwhile, I sit down on one of the boxes and another part of me searches for any talnium they might have had, even as I don’t know what it should look like. Still, I find no ore or anything that looks like that sort of material, so I go over my status instead.

 



Name: Nathaniel Gwyn

Title: Absolute Candidate

Difficulty: Hell

Rank: S, Radiant Gold

Guild: Primordial Knights

Floor: 11 - Xyphos

Time left until forced return: 1y 246d 16h 31m 16s

Traits (3/3): Preeminence Eyes 2/5, Mana Physique 2/5, Empyrean Ichor 1/5

 



Lvl 407

Strength: 371

Dexterity: 349

Constitution: 100

Mana (Stage 1/3 - Vast Mana): 1927 + 1927

 



Primary Class:Mana Weaver (Unique Arcane)

Sub-class: [Adept of Pride]

 



Active skills (8/10):

Focus - Lvl 79

Perception - Lvl 77

Redistribution - Lvl 78

Eclipse (Pride) - Lvl 70

Empyrean Lance - Lvl 49

Manifestation - Lvl 45

Weave - Lvl 9

Mana Manipulation - Lvl 80

 



Constructs:

Physical Fortification Matrix

Mana Flow Control

Mana Sovereignty Field

Kinetic Mana Heart

Sealed Ignition Heart (Partially Sealed, 1/3)

Combat Cognition Frame

High-Density Thought Network

Thermal Flux Controller

 



Passive skills (5/5):

Mana Kinetic Conversion Reservoir (Unique Epic)

Mana Wavelength Tyrant (Mid Arcane)

Subdermal Combustion Weave (Mid Arcane)

Mana Wave Predation (Unique Arcane)

Cognitive Hyperprocessing Vector (Low Pristine)

 



Tokens:

Send a single item to your disciple (up to epic rarity)

Passive skill combination token (low arcane)

Beyond visitor token - 1 year (unlocked after tutorial)

Beyond 14 day stay token (x 25)

Two active skills combination token

Trait strengthening token (up to 3rd stage)

Trait strengthening token (up to 2nd stage)

Low Pristine Passive skill

Low Pristine Item

 



Shards: 5,239,706

 



A few minutes later, I finish up and step into the array, activating it and teleporting to wherever it leads.

            


Chapter 808 - And who might you be?


                The moment I appear on the other side, an attack shoots towards me, a laser-like stream of oscillating mana.

A spherical trap barrier encompasses me, and more defensive arrays activate. Behind them, people begin to gather, all wearing the same suits as the men I just dealt with. All of this is happening in a central square room carved into the rock, from which five tunnels radiate outward, each with its own set of tubes sticking out of the walls, and the sound of machinery humming in the distance.

Another wave washes over me, and the pressure threatens to push me to my knees. The beam widens, just barely splitting in front of me as I cut through it and send it off to my sides. I notice constant waves of probing mana searching for something in me, and as they fail to find it, the attacks only continue to intensify.

Realizing what it is, I recall the frequency of the implant I observed in the velnar’s head and mimic it, letting a check on me connect to it. It takes a few tries, but I succeed. For a short moment, the beam stops, the pressure and the barrier disappear, and the alarms fall silent in stark contrast to the erratic movements of the people gathered around.

One of them barely gets the chance to scream as my lance stabs through him, carrying his body into the dark tunnel. Another man falls down, body pierced by Needle Point.

I move again, just in time as the barrier reappears and the pressure returns. The beam of mana shoots forth, moving through the wall, which cracks as it tracks me, and then locks onto me again. A burst of a nearly identical attack shoots from me, briefly pushing against the stream and then widening and blazing with greater intensity.

My counterattack pushes through the beam as they collide in the brief moment before mine overwhelms it. It reaches the device, shooting through it and destroying it entirely.

I use Wraith Dance to move and avoid the attack, and then repeat the maneuver a few more times to dodge a pair of men with high dexterity who’ve begun to follow me. Noting another man attempting to run away, my lance shoots at him, breaks through his barriers, and pins him against the wall.

One of the fast men reaches me, swinging to lodge his dagger in my chest, but a segment of a barrier appears in front of me, blocking it entirely with little more than a few ripples sent through the surface. The man disappears as if he had fallen into the ground. I track him with my eyes alone, finding where he intends to step back out onto the surface. As he does, I’m already standing there, my body boosted by kinetic energy and mana, and a dagger manifests in my hand.

That dagger pierces through the barrier over his skin, through his armor and chainmail below, and digs into his heart. I move just a bit of thermal energy into the dagger and leave it pinned there. At which point it explodes just as I Wraith Dance again to avoid the other speedster.

He dodges the explosion and quickly locates me, moving to track me down. This one’s a lumoran, and the crystalline features covering his neck and forehead have begun to glow, sending a high-pitched noise, some sort of sonic attack, my way while also attempting to disrupt my mana. From behind me, what seems like a spider with just four legs jumps from the shadows to attack me. Some sort of animal.

The man’s bond.

I hesitate, and the four-legged spider grabs me, stabbing its fangs into my arm.

My thermal energy burns the poison, and my mana rises up around me to deal with pressure, and all movement halts. I break through the natural barrier of the man and the spider and forcefully reactivate the teleportation array, sending them both away before disabling said array and overwriting it with my own structure.

A lynthari and a human man exit the tunnels, the lynthari has a [Mana Crown] hanging over his head. The human connects to what’s left of the defensive arrays, reactivating them and taking over the mana batteries, using them to power his domain, which begins to expand, placing him at the center. Like ink, a pale red color seeps into the area, tainting everything with its hue.

Before it even reaches me, the colors around me drain away, and that effect expands further. It pushes against the pale red ink-colored domain and, faster than it can expand, I make it shrink as if time were moving in reverse. It slams into the man, who gasps for breath as his control over the array and mana batteries slips away. The lynthari man who was clearly there to serve as his mana battery doesn’t even have time to fulfill his role.

[Eclipse - lvl 70 > Eclipse - lvl 71]

My domain strengthens, fills the air, and for a short moment, I power it with a pulse of black mana I’ve quickly compressed. My eyes read the frequency faster than the skill can change, and I break his [Mana Crown].

A huge amount of mana explodes from it, threatening to destroy the place in its entirety with the resulting pressure, radiation, and friction releasing that amount of mana would cause. Yet before it even touches the lynthari’s hair, I take it over. All of that mana halts in my grasp, the ghost of an explosion caught on the brink of destruction.

My blood surges through my veins, strengthening my other two traits. I move that mana, spinning it and sending it to the fake Mana Crown over my head. It’s a truly massive amount, probably what I could gather in a week of constant effort by transferring the thermal energy of my Ignition Heart into mana.

I begin to wonder why I hadn’t killed the man and his bond and chose to teleport them away instead, when the lynthari man, now without his crown, twists and vomits out a huge amount of blood. His body breaks apart, and emerging from his insides, a baby falls to the ground, entirely covered in his blood and guts.

That baby quickly grows with a tearing of flesh and cracking of bones until it reaches the size of an adult mora, just as tall and slim as the three from the Crimson Forge. The mora just looks back at the corpse it appeared from and snickers before licking the blood from its lips.

[Endo Knight - lvl ???]

“And who might you be-” he asks.

Before he even finishes those words, [Empyrean Lance] stabs through his chest and causes him to lose his balance. He reaches out as he falls, grabbing the human who previously used the domain and killing the man, tearing off his head along with the spine attached.

The mora is twice as tall as the human was and entirely covered in the blood and guts of the lynthari, making him look even more terrifying. The spine he just tore out hardens and grows into a sword, while he tears chunks off the human man’s body and shoves them into his own chest, where they merge with him, healing the wound I just caused.

“So you would rather play.” his laugh fills the intersection of the three tunnels, and he attacks.

His body moves in an animalistic, near unpredictable way. His speed is high, even for how tall he is. The edges of his body turn to a blur that almost looks like he’s leaving a stream of transparent blue and green afterimages behind him as he moves. The spine sword in his hand grows even further, stretching into a greatsword, taller than he is, as he swings it at me.

Both he and the weapon halt mid movement, as I hold them there, and a dozen quickly made projectiles pierce through his body, tearing it to pieces.

I follow the movement of mana, and another bloodied baby climbs from the body of one of the corpses around us and begins to grow rapidly. Before the mora can fully reform, I boost my body and grab the spinal greatsword. I shorten the distance between us and slam the sword against the almost fully reformed mora, who resists, holding his forearm up to ward me off. It gets cut through, and the sword stabs into his shoulder.

Even so, the mora pushes hard and stands up tall, twice my height and covered in blood.

He smiles as I let go of the sword, and he grabs it.

When kinetic energy explodes from me, he puts the sword between us and is thrown through the room to crash against the wall with a sickening crunch.

As I shoot more blasts at him, the corpse next to me, the one he climbed out of, swells and explodes with surprising force. Before the explosion even reaches me, mana surrounds me in a barrier that gets splashed in red blood and pieces of flesh. It partially blocks my view, but using my other senses, I track the mora’s movement as his spine sword swings down with great force, those green and blue afterimages tracking it as he does.

The spine sword smashes through my barrier as I step to the side, and it slams into the ground next to me. Before the area can explode from the impact, I absorb all kinetic energy and, in one smooth movement, step closer to the mora and strike his knee as I release that burst in an explosion. It causes him to sway and fall to his knees, his body finally ceasing to tower over me quite so much.

He still holds the spine sword and swings to attack me, but before it touches me, another high pitched blast of kinetic energy explodes into his body. In the next moment, flames surround me, bursting forth and incinerating every remaining corpse in the area.

No kill notification comes, and I can’t feel the mora’s presence anywhere in the complex. I stand there for a moment before making my decision.

I take off my glasses, and my trait pushes itself further as I scan the area within the effect of my released [Eclipse]. I force my mind into overdrive until I find what I’ve been looking for, a faint connection that allowed the mora to use his skill through the people he marked, allowing him to appear here.

My mind spirals through the connection, taking it over, restoring it, and strengthening it. I drain a chunk of my mana to power the effort and then teleport through that very same connection.

The place I find myself in is very different from the underground tunnels. This one is clean, with white walls made of some sort of stone and many potted trees placed throughout the space. There’s even a small fountain nearby. In the middle of that stark white room stands a mora flanked by two women of his kind, while the corpse of a third lies on the floor. One of them is putting a white fur robe over his bloodied body while he gives orders to the other.

As I appear, he turns to me, his yellow eyes widening as he lets out a hiss before an [Empyrean Lance] stabs through him and throws him to the floor. I swing my hand, and like a torrential wave, golden flames blaze ahead, burning both women and reaching towards the male mora.

[You have defeated Blood Mage - lvl 256]

[You have defeated Farseeing Elementalist - lvl 191]

The fire twists mid air, chasing the Endo Knight’s beast-like movements. I pivot the stream to track him, the flames lashing against the walls and incinerating the trees as he continues to dodge.

Thick pillars fall from the ceiling, careening toward me as defensive arrays activate, but more mana floods the space around my body, forming a partial suit of armor around me. It is only the upper half, and yet it towers three times my height. The pillars crash against that armor, melting some of my mana and partially disrupting it, but the armor holds, obstructing the defensive mechanism.

One of the armor’s massive arms moves to grab the mora, who jumps over it and spins to avoid a barrage of my projectiles. He shouts in a way that shakes the air, and the flames reaching toward him die off in the shockwave.

The thick metal doors marking the single entrance to the room begin to open, but I halt their movement, absorbing all the kinetic energy as someone outside tries to force them open.

Then, more mana floods forth from me, making the armor thicker just as a hole opens in the floor. From it, a greatsword made of pale, dried-out bone, broken on one side, creating a jagged edge, shoots up, and the mora grabs it. Then, with that beast like grace of his, he takes a step to the side. Still bloodied and draped in the white fur robe, he bows slightly and shows me his teeth.

“Please enlighten me, what caused me to be the target of your hunt?” he asks, readying his body for an attack.

“Consider it a preventative measure,” I say, my mana tightening around the room.

He gets no more words from me as more projectiles shoot at him.

            


Chapter 809 - Vlad


                The armor around me expands further, filling more of the room as the mora just stands there. His arm swings through the air with after-images trailing behind. Each swing destroys one of my projectiles, and the final strike meets the [Empyrean Lance] I shoot his way.

As my lance meets that weapon with its blade of broken bone, the weapon doesn’t explode. Instead, the mora is pushed back with the lance, grinding against the bone, sparks of white and golden light bursting through the area, in time with the constant pulses of the field the [Empyrean Lance] likes to leave behind, disrupting mana to the point of collapse.

In the end, the mora swings the blade, deflecting the lance to the side, causing the weakened bolt to pierce into the wall. He turns that movement into another swing and slashes through the arm of the armor surrounding me.

I search for any skill or other effect from the sword, but find it to be nothing more than bone. It is extremely durable and possesses a sharpened, if broken edge, yet it has no other effects.

The doors I’ve been trying to hold closed slide open ever so slightly for a moment, and my mana reaches through the opening. Outside, I place multiple tricolored orbs before two more arms grow from my armor and force the door shut.

I feel them shake under the explosions.

[You have defeated Bloodmancer - lvl 353]

[You have defeated Flesh Berserker - lvl 349]

[You have defeated Lightning Guardian - lvl 346]

The mora is already standing beside me, slamming the sword into part of the armor that surrounds me before pulling it in front of him to block a kinetic blast. He lets the force throw him back and follows the momentum to spin in the air. He drops to all fours and charges at me like a beast.

As with all mora, his skin is red with gray symbols tracing his body, featuring slightly pointed, short ears and two short fangs that show as he wildly smiles at me. His limbs are long and slim, but they don’t really feel weak, rather, they’re incredibly nimble. An after-image follows him as he dodges under my barrage, making me take notice of the fact that he’s been getting used to my rate of fire, as well as my kinetic blasts.

Instead, I let thermal energy flood out from me and step out of the armor, leaving it behind to keep the door shut. The flames surround me like a wave crashing against me and then pouring outward. I raise the temperature until the floor begins to melt and the air in the room becomes so hot that all the trees and other plants catch fire.

The pressure of a defensive array crashes against me. This one seems like it’s been designed to disrupt mana and cut the intruder off from its use. It continues to try to break through my natural barrier and has a powerful push to it.

Still, it fails to do so. My blood, my upgrades, my other traits, and my Mana Cycling all keep my power tethered to me as my flames blast at the mora in a wide area attack, he has no chance of avoiding. Before they devour him, I notice him smiling as he just stands there. Those flames wash over him, just blinding enough to hide him from my sight.

Then they are pushed to the side, revealing the mora still standing there. He is burned but otherwise untouched. Instead of his slim figure from before, he stands before me now full of bulging muscles. Still twice as tall as me and now probably twice as wide as he was before. That bone greatsword now looks like a toy in his hand as he swings it at me in a horizontal motion.

The next thing I feel is the strong pull of a vacuum as the outer space pulls all of the air from this side of the orbital base.

Finding myself floating in that black void, mana flickers around me and covers my skin in an almost skin-tight suit of armor that clings to me like a barrier. It looks almost too thin, but from the effort I put into it, I know how powerful it is. It’s one of the arrays that I’ve always got a part of me working on and focused on keeping it in the back of my mind. It is one of the variations of the armor I’ve come to call Regalia.

My eyes are pulled back toward the orbital base, which looks like a sphere made of silvery metal with no windows or openings at all. Now, in one part of it, there is a gaping horizontally oriented hole. In contrast to the silver and white colors, the bloodied mora in his white fur robe stands there, smiling animalistically.

“From one Absolute candidate to another, I challenge you to a duel to the death. I am Vlad Ar-Thal’vahr of the House Kezdhuul. Let the slaughter of a worthy opponent be our only reward, honored by the certainty that only one of us shall leave this void alive.”

His voice carries through the vacuum, even as no other sound could possibly carry in this void lacking air.

As I speak, I find that I can hear my own voice as well. “I accept.”

Now the extremely muscular mora laughs, though I can’t hear it anymore. He shakes his hand, and the bone sword he’s holding splits into two, and he grabs one in each of his hands. Both blades are quickly covered in symbols that are unlike any inscriptions I have ever seen, to the point I am sure they are not inscriptions at all.

Green and blue after images surround the weapons, and the mora, with a strong leap, pushes toward me, damaging the orbital base behind him.

Behind me, another orbital base appears,nearly the exact replica of the smooth silver sphere, just bigger and made from a metal that seems to have rusted with the years. This base has many visible weapons all over it. There are devices that seem like tools for channeling mana, shield generators, and other such things.

Maybe I should think of it as cheating. I know the mora has been sending a signal toward it and calling it for help. I detected it early on, and I’d kept an eye out especially for that. Now I have my preparations against it, and I cannot help but wonder how different our perception of honor truly is. Vlad doesn’t even for a speck of a moment seem to think it might be the least bit cowardly.

With my thoughts accelerated, I watch the mora flying through the air toward me. The way his eyes move, his thoughts must be similarly accelerated, though likely not to the same extent as me. It is something I’ve been seeing in more and more people. Their brains process information like supercomputers, while physical laws continue their attempts to stop the body. At least, what remains of them.

In that slowed-down world, my hand moves to lift up over my head with my palm open, revealing a cut I made there. As I force my body to move so quickly, damage forms on it even as I deal with the kinetic energy and lessen it to a great extent.

Lioren would be laughing at me.

My blood seeps out from that wound, moving faster, expanding, elongating, and flowing. Red Empyrean Ichor, my blood with tiny sparks of white and gold.

I still don’t like the name. It’s not Empyrean. It’s mine. But for now, I will allow it.

[Manifestation - lvl 45 > Manifestation - lvl 46]

[Manifestation - lvl 46 > Manifestation - lvl 47]

[Weave - lvl 9 > Weave - lvl 10]

[Weave - lvl 10 > Weave - lvl 11]

[Empyrean Lance - lvl 49 > Empyrean Lance - lvl 50]

[Empyrean Lance - lvl 50 > Empyrean Lance - lvl 51]

[Empyrean Lance - lvl 51 > Empyrean Lance - lvl 52]

The lance made of blood gets surrounded in another lance with a core of glowing golden and white as I weave them together. The blood feeds the lance, the lance feeds the blood, each strengthening the other as the weapon grows in size and expands, making the gold and white light fight against the blood, fighting to form it into a core until they settle and pulse together.

I release it with such power that a blast of kinetic energy throws Vlad away before he can reach me, and the lance shoots at the base that just appeared. Out of that base, weapons shoot at my projectile, lasers made of pure white light, mana streams, a generator attempting to absorb kinetic energy, and, in the end, barriers stacking in the way.

The lance pierces through everything and through the base as well, only to exit on the other side.

It feels weird, since I do it while floating in weightless outer space, but I am too used to it, so I breathe out and [Focus] further. Then, I swing my arm and pull it towards me.

And the lance returns.

[Empyrean Lance - lvl 52 > Empyrean Lance - lvl 53]

[Empyrean Lance - lvl 53 > Empyrean Lance - lvl 54]

It reaches through space to float over my hand, and I feed it more of my blood and more of my mana. Then I launch it again, targeting the spots with heightened mana that I can now sense through the base’s broken defenses. Other projectiles from me follow as well, targeting these holes. Javelins filled with thermal energy, tricolored orbs, and more.

Many of them explode as the base continues to launch its rain of projectiles and lasers at anything that comes too close, but some still pass through, causing more explosions. Some of these attacks reach me, hitting the armor surrounding me and making the surface ripple, but nothing else.

Vlad reaches me again, and I spin and fly through the void, forcing him to follow as he continues to launch himself at me like he’s jumping from invisible platforms, and we begin to clash.

Another part of my mind splits in the meantime as I manifest my vessel behind my back. This time, it isn’t even a full figure, just the upper half, and it grows until it’s twice the size of my torso. It swiftly turns black as I compress some of my mana and begin to transform more thermal energy into mana, feeding it. The more I give it, the more it takes. But it doesn’t just take from me, it takes all the mana from the area as well.

It strips mana from the projectiles, from the broken mana batteries on the station, and from pieces of the barriers around them.

The lance shoots ahead again, this time piercing through the shiny base. The bombardment I’m under intensifies, but it’s mostly mana-based and breaks apart before it reaches me. Even the strongest attacks do nothing as my vessel covers me and absorbs them. Any attacks based on primordial energy, I just block straight on.

I pull some of the mana from the vessel, concentrating and narrowing it, and swing in a horizontal slashing motion. A stream of concentrated mana, a beam no thicker than my finger, extends for a mile. Oscillating and concentrated, it cuts into both of the bases through the places I see the most weakness.

There is still an utter silence even as I watch the bases explode from the inside and kill notifications ring in my mind.

Sometimes I wonder how much of the tutorial has been made so the attendees can experience their powers. So they can get angry, scared, and sad. To lash out and attack. It is made so they can break things in an environment that allows for it without any real consequences, allowing them to see. They learn to control themselves and learn to hold these powers and emotions inside as they return to the outside.

The mora reaches me again, and both mana and kinetic energy boost my body just as the lance flies back to me. That lance I grab and hold, forcing it to change shape into a two handed sword, even as it sears and damages my hands to grip it.

He swings his bone weapons, and I swing mine.

And my sword breaks. The blood splashes, and all that mana explodes into the area.

Vlad, with eyes wide open and a smile, steps forward, shifts his still nimble body, and swings both of the swords again to finish me.

I face him with a cold gaze as I gather what remains of my blood and the [Empyrean Lance] floating around us, shooting it ahead like a projectile.

The mora staggers, and his attack weakens even further as my vessel moves, pressing its hands onto his forearms and holding them. He makes an effort to move again, but the projectile that’s still embedded in his chest moves under my will, piercing deeper and scrambling his body. An arch of light shoots out and pierces through his head.

[You have defeated Endo Knight - lvl 429]

[Lvl 410 > Lvl 411]

I let the momentum throw me away from him, spinning around to face the bases. My senses scan the area and, with my vessel following behind me, I boost myself forward to continue my attack.

            


Chapter 810 - Small Talk Only


                Minutes after the mora called Vlad died, and after many more smaller fights, I find myself floating here, and detecting no more living signatures.

I feel lightheaded, and there are wounds covering my body. Even though I have plenty of healing marks from Lily, I don’t use them. While keeping my guard up and senses monitoring the area, I comb through the debris, searching for anything that could be Talnium.

Passing by where Vlad’s body floats, I reach for his bone swords and grab them. The moment I touch them, a scan washes over my body, searching for something. When I don’t fit the criteria, the swords break and turn to dust before my eyes.

I watch said dust float through the void before turning around to face the planet, whose day side I can now see.

Here, outside of the atmosphere that would normally reduce its intensity, the light is even brighter and the temperatures even higher. Just maintaining the barrier around me drains a surprising amount of mana. As for the planet, it is just like the part where we found ourselves, sand piled upon sand with no mountains or seas. Right in the center of the planet, there is a zone that seems hotter than any other, where the sand has slumped into a thick, glowing sea of molten glass.

There is also something surrounding the entire planet. Not near the surface, not even here in orbit, something even higher. I don’t know how I should even classify it. A field? A domain? Maybe an array or something entirely different? I also don’t know what its main purpose is, as it doesn’t seem to weaken the light of the nearby star. I just know I can’t look at it for too long, and I have to hold myself back from using my eyes.

It’s just difficult to explain. Imagine a planet the size of a baseball, while the sphere surrounding it is the size of a basketball, either hiding the baseball, creating a blockade I refuse to test at the moment, or something else entirely. I can’t even figure out what’s powering it or its source, it’s just there, all around us.

As I move from debris field to debris field, I grab any items and materials that look useful. There is a lot of it, so I sell much of it to the system shop, even though I know I’m only getting 10 to 20 percent of the value.

And the entire time, I do what I’ve been doing since I learned about the implant. I continue to observe the bodies and search for any sort of signal that an implant in the brain could send: during the fight, at death, or at its destruction. I tested all these and even paid more attention to the implants of the more important people here. Yet, so far, there’s been no such reaction from any of the implants.

That confirms for me that it is safe to fight and kill these people, and the same will be true for the rest of group four. I killed many of them, and even destroying their space station didn’t bring any attention. I have already been floating here for minutes, and no one with any power has come to deal with me.

There are more things I confirmed or suspected back in the tunnels. These people don’t avoid killing, as I could see by the mora’s willingness to treat his people as expendable teleportation marks. I also found signs of torture rooms and prisoners on the bigger base. It doesn’t change much, but it does give me a bit of peace of mind as it confirms this is one of the more lawless floors.

I also search the planet’s orbital ring for more bases, but there are none as far as I can see, and no other organizations or corporations seem to be coming to check out what happened.

As I replay the fight, I also confirm that even if they can’t do what I did individually, Group Four could’ve dealt with these people together. Of course, the difficulty usually ramps up gradually as the floor progresses, at least if you don’t just go around poking the hornet’s nest, so it’s possible there are stronger people here. The worst are probably the three large Corporations, while the independent organizations are likely weaker.

I should probably throw myself against one of the Corporations to confirm, but there’s no need to do it now. Knowing how the system works, they’re either at the hottest part of the planet or on the dark side.

While floating there and waiting to see if anyone appears, I examine my body, searching for marks that could have been placed on me. I explore some of the pill-like implants I managed to get my hands on and experiment with my new skill.

As with the previous combinations, it seems I still have access to the abilities the combined skills allowed for. It is either because the new skill allows it, or because of the effort I put into training those previous skills, so I wouldn’t need to rely on the system to guide me. [Weave] is slightly different from what I expected. I thought it would be a sort of combination of a domain, something that would allow me to move larger amounts of mana outside of my body, and something like The Veil from the 5th floor.

It did kind of turn out like that, but I get the main sense that I can weave things together, just like I did with my blood and [Empyrean Lance]. It was likely made easier because the two related to each other so well, but now I’m sure I could do it with other stuff. I’ll have to give it some thought and do some more experimentation. But so far, I’m also sure I could either create the [Weave] as a thing, something akin to the Veil, and that I can perform the action of Weaving.

All in all, it’s a good and useful skill.

Having mostly confirmed no one is coming, I take the black orb that has, until now, been absorbing all remnants of the mana in the area. I leave a small part of it as I teleport, getting pulled towards my Mana Tree along with all the useful things I’ve just looted.

Once down there, I observe the area for a few minutes. Then, the tree begins to shake and shrink until it becomes a crystal that merges with the one on the back of my hand. Leaving a tiny black orb behind, one I’m sure will break apart soon after absorbing the remaining mana in the air, I walk back toward our cave, dragging the pile of items behind me.

I use a few healing marks, as always admiring the way Lily’s mana can restore even a body like mine.

Once inside the cave, I greet Tess. She’s sitting near Lily, who’s currently working on Tess’s arm, which is still mostly bone with bits of scarred flesh. Tess waves back at me, while Lily doesn’t even seem to notice I’m there, she’s so buried in her work.

First, I observe the orb with a drop of my blood and find it has been able to power the array I left behind the entire time. It is hard for me to estimate how much mana it contains, but I’m sure that amount will grow as my reserves expand and I strengthen my trait.

I’m certain that if I became a Champion and died, my body would do some truly fancy things to the environment, just like the bodies on the 9th floor did. Would a curious young explorer be able to get close and find mana still clinging to my corpse even decades later? Would the Empyrean Ichor be dried up, or would some liquid remain? Maybe there would be an entire city built around me, using my corpse as a power source.

How cool.

I grab one of the water bottles off the table, take a few long sips, and close my eyes as I enjoy the taste of cold water hitting my parched throat. I even pour a bit over my face and hair, combing through the mess with my fingers.

The pile of items and materials stays where I dropped them as I head over to Izzy. She is sitting on the ground with her back turned to everyone, Noodle’s head resting on her legs. She continues to gently pet him. I sit just behind her and wrap my arms around her in a hug, even though she doesn’t turn around or acknowledge me.

“How is he?” I ask.

“It hurts him,” she answers simply. “I have to keep helping him through our bond.”

“And does it hurt you too?”

“It does, but I’ve decided to take on some of his pain.” She looks around. “At least you aren’t like Soph, you aren’t trying to stop me.”

“Do you want an answer, or do you want to read my feelings?”

“I don’t want to read anyone’s feelings right now.” She turns away again.

“I see.” I continue to hug her while I think. “You’re right, I wouldn’t try to stop you. Same as I didn’t stop Biscuit, and the same as I wouldn’t have stopped Aaron.”

Her body tenses at those names. I let go and ruffle her hair. “It will be okay.”

“How can you know?” Izzy says quietly, lowering her head.

“Because I’m an optimist at hearts.”

I stand there in an awkward silence as she offers no reaction. After a moment, I gently nudge her with the tip of my shoe. “Come on, you’ve always liked lame jokes.”

“Go away. You say it too often, it isn’t even funny anymore.”

“I think it is. Show me your face, Izzy.”

“Go away!” she shouts, but I can hear the change in her voice.

Still, I do as I’m told. I pull an item from my pocket and read its description.

 



Aurelia Aegis-Gem (Low Pristine) -A tiny gemstone that grafts itself to the center of the forehead. It acts as an anchor for the wearer’s consciousness while also greatly strengthening the body’s natural barrier. Any attempt to disrupt the wearer’s mana or internal biological functions is instantly negated, ensuring the wearer remains immune to most forms of cognitive or other interference.

 



Once I’m in front of Dennis, I stop. He looks at me, smiling brightly, the only member of the group currently wearing such a look.

I hand him the gem and watch as he reads the description. His emotions bleed through as he realizes what it’s for, he doesn’t even ask for permission before quickly pressing it to the middle of his forehead. When he pulls his hand away, the gem remains there, a blue shade similar to his eyes, shaped like a four sided star.

“They didn’t have a different color?” he asks with a smile once he’s finished. I don’t even have to be Izzy to know what he’s doing.

“They just ran out of pink,” I say.

“Well, maybe next time.” Then, in a quieter voice and without the smile, he adds, “Thanks.”

 







 

POV Earth

Small Talk Only - Live Podcast

10 million concurrent viewers

The podcast starts as it always does. There’s no intro music, chimes, or animation. The blacked-out screen simply opens to reveal a young woman sitting in an armchair set at the center of what looks to be a living room, the sort you would see in the average house. On one of the walls hangs a framed photo of a cute dog, and on the table next to her sits a microphone and a bottle of water.

Her guest isn’t yet visible, as the camera is currently focused on her half of the set.

Faye Hard, one of the most watched podcasters in the world, gives the camera a tiny, almost shy smile. She’s in an oversized hoodie and lounge pants, looks like she just woke up. With her “host personality” switched on, she leans into the mic, a tiny, mischievous smirk playing across her lips.

“Welcome to the Small Talk Only podcast,” she says in her soothing voice. “The only show where we promise to keep things light and then immediately fail. We said ‘Small Talk Only,’ but we lied. Well, I lied. I see there are quite a few of you today, over ten million people watching us live. That’s a humble thirty times our average viewership.”

She lets the silence hang before her smile widens. “But I guess that’s my fault for the early announcement regarding who my guest today would be. Even though I didn’t give his name, what he represents would seem to have been enough.”

For the first time, the camera begins to gradually pull back, revealing an extremely handsome young man sitting in the opposite armchair, wearing homey clothes similar to Faye’s. The man has bright blonde hair and deep blue eyes. When he smiles, his dimples reveal themselves in what seems like a coordinated strike.

“Welcome to Small Talk Only, Rafael. Can I call you Rafael?”

“Thanks for having me, Faye. And yes, please do.”

For the briefest moment, Faye blushes, but she quickly clears her throat and sits up straighter in her chair. Thousands of people will notice the slip, discussing the reaction on social media for hours, though no one will know for sure if it was an honest response or a performance to drive engagement.

“And your friend is…” Faye points toward a dog sized spider revealed as the camera pulls back even further. The spider stands on the floor, one of its legs tapping against a broken vase it must have destroyed.

Once it notices the attention, the spider quickly scuttles back a few steps. It stands up on its four back legs and lifts its upper ones, spreading them wide in a threatening display while swaying from side to side.

Rafael smiles at the sight, seemingly unaffected by the creature or the millions of eyes on him. “That’s Septa. She is… well, she’s here to keep an eye on me. She won’t hurt you. I’m guessing you have pets of your own, Faye?”

Seemingly unbothered, the host smiles as if a giant spider were the most common thing in the world. She gestures to the painting on the wall. “I have a cute Maltipoo named Vivi.” Her voice lowers as if sharing a secret. “She and I both awakened not that long ago, Rafael. Tell me the truth, am I going to wake up tomorrow and find a horse sized dog in my kitchen?”

Rafael breaks into a genuine laugh. He brushes a golden lock from his forehead, looking devastatingly handsome as he does. “Honestly, it’s a difficult thing to say. It’s possible she’ll grow. It’s also possible she’ll shrink.”

“Wait, like a forever-puppy?”

“Could be.”

Faye leans forward, her expression turning dead serious. “Rafael, I love Vivi. But I would sell the souls of one, no, two percent of today’s viewers, if it meant she stayed a puppy forever. I think she’d understand the sacrifice.”

“I think your viewers would find it a fair trade,” Rafael counters smoothly.

Faye chuckles, but then her eyes go cold and focused. The “innocent girl” mask slips, revealing someone sharper. “This is the first time we’ve been promised actual answers regarding what’s been happening all across the world. Something more than rumors and leaks. Finally, the President, Congress, and our world leaders have allowed some direct info to leak out, and they’ve sent you to speak on my podcast of all places.”

“They did,” Rafael nods, his gentle smile remaining.

“People are scared, Rafael.” Faye is serious now, her playful mood gone. Her eyes narrow slightly, observational and sharp, as she questions the man opposite her.

“I’m here to help with that, Faye. No need to be shy. If there’s something I’m not allowed to answer, I’ll tell you to your face.”

“Then pardon my bluntness. Why now?”

“There’s someone I’ve been working with recently who’s pressured them into allowing this. He’s of the mind that information should be released gradually. So, it’s possible we’ll be meeting again, if you’ll have me, so I can share more. Today, I’m here just to answer a few of your questions, as I’ve come to believe that doing so piece by piece will be best, so no single truth gets drowned out by the others.”

“This person you’re working with… who is he? Did he create these towers that have been appearing all over the Earth?”

Rafael laughs shortly, in a way that makes him seem both innocent and charming. “While he would prefer for his identity to stay a bit more… well, private, he realizes it’s impossible with so much footage already out there. His name is Christoph. Some of you have probably seen him in one of the many videos. And yes, the towers are his.”

“So, are you telling me, and all the people watching, that all the things we’ve seen people doing were true? Please remember your answer is basically coming from the Oval Office right now.” She pauses and chuckles, “Though you may be a Canadian.”

He waits for her to finish, his calm never wavering, and he even flashes another smile, “I might be a big, scary Canadian, but I’ll be making appearances like this all across the world. As for your question, I can confirm that. I can also confirm that many of the things you’ve gotten to see were just the start. People will become even more powerful.”

“That… is a lot to swallow for a Tuesday,” Faye says, her voice flat but her eyes glinting with interest, and for a moment glancing over at the spider.

“I understand. It’s one thing to see it on a screen and another to see it in your living room. Thankfully, we have some time, and people have the opportunity to get used to them gradually. Following today, more information will be shared regarding ‘returnees’, those of us who awakened before everyone else on Earth. Those people will be appearing more in public, too.”

“‘Have some time’… that sounds a bit scary, Rafael.”

“I won’t lie and say all is well. The world is changing, and there are dangers that come with that change.”

“Are you talking about an invasion? I think some people on the internet have been calling it ‘The Pairing’?”

“Yes. That.”

Faye leans back in her chair, crossing her legs with a smile. “You don’t want me to ask more about that.”

“I would appreciate if you didn’t.”

“Ha! With a smile that charming, how could I ruin the vibe by being so nosy?” Faye laughs, but she’s already pivoting. “How are you spending your days lately, Rafael? Are you enjoying the weather?”

“Would you believe me if I said I’ve been spending a lot of my time taking care of a cat lately?”

“You know what? I would.” Faye laughs, her green eyes glinting with interest once again. “May I ask you something more serious?”

“Please.”

“The public is scared of people like you. They’re afraid of you losing control, or worse, deciding you don’t need to listen to ‘normal’ people anymore. Can you say something to the people who’re currently terrified of their neighbors?”

“That’s why I’m here.” Rafael adjusts his sleeve, glancing briefly at Septa, who breaks another vase, before looking back at Faye. “The place we were sent served to help us control these powers and to learn about them. In exchange, we can teach the people here on Earth and protect them. I won’t lie and say there won’t be individuals trying to take advantage of this, but they will be dealt with. By us. Christoph has already sent a message to all those who’ve returned. There won’t be any more incidents. And one more thing, Faye, it isn’t ‘us’ against ‘you.’ We are all people of Earth. The same powers we have are awakening in each of you. We just got a… well, a tutorial on how to use them.”
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                    Have a nice weekend, and see you next week!
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Chapter 811 - How are you?


                “So, how are you, really?” I ask Dennis.

“You aren’t going to ask about Aaron?”

“I have a feeling everyone already did, multiple times, so I’m asking how you feel. And if you just smile, I will smack you. You know very well I mean it.”

He scratches the back of his head as if remembering the 6th floor and the time we spent there with the twins, Lily, and Biscuit.

“I think I want to go to Beyond. Sophie had some information on that, and I think I can trigger a personalized quest and get there,” he says.

“Why?”

“So I can actually feel like I’m doing something about the current situation? Aaron feels the same. Dennis still smiles and looks up. “You know what’s weird? It doesn’t even feel that different from the usual. Even before, we were connected this way and spoke a lot. It’s just that I can’t see his ugly mug anymore.”

“It makes sense in a way,” I agree.

“Right? We’ve already started working on our illusions. I think with some work, I can create an illusion of Aaron and let him control it.”

“You could probably make him even more ugly than you are.”

“Was that a joke, Nat? Damn,” he chuckles and then sighs. “Yes, it sucks a lot, and we’re both scared, but… with all that weird stuff we’ve seen, why couldn’t it be fixed? Yes, not even Kindness and that guy everyone wants to kill were able to recreate a Mana Heart, but why couldn’t we just steal one? Your master Lissandra did. And I bet you’d kill a guy for me if I asked you to get one.”

“I would.”

“It is scary if you say it with such a serious face, and without any hesitation.”

I just shrug, and Dennis shakes his head, letting out a long sigh. “The only thing I worry about is him disappearing, or changing now that he no longer has a body, or something like that,” he taps on the gem on his forehead. “This helps, but also brings a new problem of having to hide it. Aren’t low Pristine items usually owned by rookie Champions?”

“Something like that.”

“Well, I’ll have to be careful then, and maybe I’ll have to figure out how much stronger I am at the moment.”

That makes even me curious as I observe him. “How different is it from your usual stat sharing?”

Dennis thinks, then gestures with his hands wildly before putting them down. “A lot? I mean, we never shared all of our stats, that would probably have left the one doing the sharing immobile on the ground, unable to move. But now I just have all of them, plus more computational power thanks to the resulting increase in memory.”

He looks like he is listening to something and chuckles. “Aaron says it’s possible that he truly died, and I just couldn’t get over it and broke, and now I’m hallucinating, and making voices in my head.”

“Well, fuck, if that isn’t dark.”

“Right?” He pauses and then nods. “He also says that he’s sorry about what happened to Biscuit.”

“It’s okay, we will get him back sooner or later. Is there anything else I can do for you?”

“Smack the others around a bit. Some of them are acting brave, but damn, I don’t have to be Izzy to see their emotions. It makes me feel depressed. Oh, and that drink you bought. Green, yellow sparks, all sparkly. Do you have more?”

“Just that one bottle. Did you already drink it all?”

“Most of it went to me,” he chuckles. “It felt weirdly calming, making me numb, and it seemed to affect Aaron, too. In a good way. Was it expensive?”

“According to the greediest person to ever exist, around 10 million shards for a bottle.”

“Nat… is she by any chance your sugar-”

“No more bullshit.” I cut him off.

“Thank you for your sacrifice.”

“Screw off.”

 







 

Taking another sip from the water bottle, I move to Tess, who’s currently sitting near the entrance, looking up at the sky. Lily is already done with her, even though Tess is still missing about half the muscle in her left arm, it’s better than before. That arm is now covered in what looks like black bandages.

When I sit next to her, I take her hand and hold it while looking over her arm, poking the bandage. I nod a few times, seriously, before beginning to draw on it with the tip of my fingers. Where I move, lines of pale blue mana remain. None of the lines make an inscription, nor does it hold any effect, it is just for the visuals.

“We have to strengthen the seal so the Black Dragon won’t escape,” I mutter and look up at her questioningly.

Tess snorts, but then she smiles a bit and nods. “Yeah.”

“No, Tess. You have to say, ‘Aye.’”

“Nat.”

“Yes?”

“You are such an annoying little gremlin sometimes.”

“Aye.”

She pokes my side, and I let go of her arm to look out at the sky together with her. “Left arms are overrated.”

“You probably spent more time without one than with it, so obviously you would say that,” Tess says.

“And look, what a fine young man I grew up to be.”

“You’re almost twenty-five, Nat. You aren’t that young anymore.”

“Yeah, as if. Everyone knows that years in the tutorial don’t count.”

“Is that how it works?”

“I heard it from one of the Rulers. Diligence. It must be true.”

“The Ancient Armory Destroyer?”

“Yes, that guy.”

“It must be true then,” she agrees.

“Aye, aye.”

She smacks my shoulder, not taking her eyes off the sky. “You know, I saw your fight up there.”

That gets my attention, and I turn to look at her while she stares upward. “I was able to see the line connecting us, so I tracked it, and it led toward the sky. And then, when I concentrated hard enough, I found I was able to see that far.”

“Your eyes are getting annoyingly good, Tess.”

“I know, right? After what I did with my [Declaration], one of them doesn’t see that well, and my normal spatial perception is a bit twisted, so I started to rely on mana for that. But in exchange, I can see further and a bit more. And this,” she touches her eyepatch, “when I want, I can see through it.”

“Why do you even have it? Your eye should be fine.”

“It makes it easier to make the other one stronger. It’s a combination of my [Farsight] and one of my traits. I’m even thinking of commissioning an eyepatch to restrict that eye even further. But if I really wanted to, I could probably destroy that eye to make the other one even more powerful.”

She says it calmly and simply, then thinks it over, “More and more, these skills and traits are changing our bodies, and we do it even further and scar them on our own.”

“I think the eyepatch fits you, but keep the eye for now. Don’t just destroy it.”

Tess looks away from the sky and chuckles. “Aye.”

“There you go.”

“Yes, yes. Are you returning to Beyond soon?”

“It seems like I can. Morwag and Weslin are both ending their tutorials soon, so we might try something while our guild has three S-ranks. I also want to visit Doc and see Lochi and Duncan, if possible. It would also probably be fun to see Spark and Marble again. And then there’s that mysterious thing about the center of the 1st floor and the surface of Beyond.”

“You have it pretty planned out.”

“I’ve done a lot of thinking about what I want to do. Though I would probably have to fit it all into a few days or up to a week, so I’m not away for too long.”

“And the next Beyond floor?”

“Hmm, later. I’ll probably sell my key and work on earning it on my own.”

“How out of left field this is, and how simply you’ve said something so crazy. But would you believe me if I said I thought you would do that?”

“Yup. You probably knew it before me,” I joke, and look at my right forearm where the key to the 6th floor is. “Do you want it?” I ask her.

She looks at it as well, pausing for a moment before shaking her head. “I’m going with Lyraen and his handpicked group to the fifth. He’ll likely kill the Champion with enough support and preparation, but he said he isn’t that interested in the Key. By the way, I think you’re being dense. You could use the key to explore the floor with Nyssa. It won’t stop you from hunting the Champion on your own later. If you’re up for it, you could probably hunt all of them just to sell the keys. I heard they go for an incredible amount.”

“Maybe you truly are a genius, Tess. I’ll think about it. But what about Lyraen? Doesn’t he want to enter the next floor?”

“I think he did most of that as a competition between him and Nyssa, and once she did it all alone and went down to the sixth floor, he just let it be. He can be surprisingly mature and reasonable. He isn’t as bad as you seem to think.”

“That vyssari is worse, Tess. He’s probably nice to you because you’re a woman. He is a well-known womanizer, that guy. I heard he has like fifty wives. Do you hope he’ll leave the key behind for you?”

“I don’t think he will do that. But I don’t think anyone in his group is ambitious enough to head to the next floor either. They all realize they wouldn’t be able to even attempt a Champion without him. So, it’s possible they’ll just try to sell it and share the shards. I might be able to sneak in somehow.”

“Well, you still have the five million shards I got as my salary for being a Guild Master.”

“And I still think you could have gotten more if you’d negotiated properly.”

“I’ll just rob the treasury if I need to. And honestly, I felt a bit bad about stealing from them, as I don’t have any plans to really do much. They’re like kids, Tess.”

“Of course. How could you not call the demons ‘kids’?” She sighs and shakes her head with a smile. I notice she’s playing with a Low Pristine ring on her right hand as she speaks. “After fighting the Champion, I think I’ll form our own group to attempt to kill one again. I was already able to get bits of information and will likely have to offer a lot of shards for more, but I think it’s possible.”

“Ambitious. Is it for the key or the ‘achievement’?”

“Mostly the achievement, for the better 3rd trait and later for a better primary class at 450. Obviously, me, Lily, Sophie, and probably Dennis if he’s strong enough for it. We still have to test that. Victoria would probably join. Then I think Lily can get Tacita to join, and I can probably make a deal with Savant, and then spend a bunch of time keeping those two from killing each other.”

She taps her lip with the tip of her finger.

“Then there are Jean, Lucien, Leticia, and Luna, who I know would be willing to join. If you think about it, don’t people from Earth tend to be rather powerful, Nat?”

“Huh. Kind of?”

Tess shakes her head. “Not ‘kind of.’ Like, too strong. Victoria, Tacita, Savant, the three of them will become S-ranks for sure, and likely very soon, too. Not to mention that a few of the others have a good chance at it as well. Jean, Lily, for example.”

“Not bad at all.”

She chuckles, looks at me, and pokes the middle of my forehead with her finger. “There is not a single currently running tutorial, not a single planet, with as many prospective S-ranks as Earth. And people have begun to notice. Tens of thousands of Beyond attendees, and out of all of them, usually only ten or so can place themselves amongst the most powerful, with probably two dozen more A-ranks who have similar strength but for some reason don’t become S-rank. Yet Earth has this many? Then there is also Nythis blabbering everywhere about what happened during the 3rd tournament.”

It takes me a moment to remember that Nythis is the name of the thylarin planet we faced. Tess watches with cheeky amusement as my face shifts from confusion to concentration, searching my memories until it finally clicks.

A smile flickers on her lips as she says, “I wouldn’t be surprised at all if Maya turns out to be correct and the 4th tournament results in the other nine planets joining together against us.”

            


Side story (non-canon) - A Nya to Remember
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                    Here is the promised side story chapter voted on by those of you who bought a Biscuit plush!
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Once again, a huge thank you to everyone who bought a Biscuit plush! The plushies are starting to ship out and damn, that’s awesome. Not a scam after all!

Also, keep in mind this is non-canon, so it’s not part of the official story.



                

                POV Ruby

Looking at the face that even someone like Diligence felt the urge to punch, I feel the exact same way. It is not like Nathaniel’s face is currently expressive or smug, as always, he carries himself with that neutral, blank expression that continues to make him seem arrogant. The worst of it is that, as always when he is in a good mood, the corner of his lips twitches just a tiny little bit, and his eyes are also a tiny bit squinted in glee.

“If you don’t trust me, you can check with Spark. I’m sure he can confirm,” he says, and his bond, whom Nathaniel holds in his arms, looks from me to him, with those ears flopping every time he does.

Acknowledging my loss, I say, “I don’t have to, I don’t think you would be lying. I just didn’t expect-”

“I told you that the number would surprise you, but your sentence is missing something, don’t you think so, Ruby?”

I could kill him in a myriad of ways, and most of them wouldn’t even require me to use my mana. Just with a thought only. A slight lapse in my control and a release of my presence. The radiation of this Sanctuary itself would disintegrate his feeble body if I switched off some of the protocols.

But through my teeth, I say, “I just didn’t expect such a number… nya.”

“Perfect.” He slaps his hands together, and he is able to do it even while holding his bond, who then lets out the weird noise it likes to do and starts playfully biting Nathaniel, who ignores him. “I have to return to Megacity for a short expedition, so as a part of the bet we made and you agreed upon, take care of Biscuit.”

Nathaniel turns to converse with his bond, and I make an effort not to listen so they can have a private conversation.

My mind continues to pick up on the many ways I could exploit the link between them. It would be so easy, and as Master Lissandra would say, this link is really shoddy, though I know it will continue to grow stronger the stronger the two of them become, and at a certain level, it would make it near impossible even for me to listen.

The bond licks Nathaniel’s face, and Nathaniel uses his finger to touch his bond’s nose exactly 100 times while the entire time the bond continues to bite at his finger.

Sometimes I wonder how much Nathaniel truly knows about the Pantophagic primordial energy of his bond. And would he even behave differently if he knew all of it? Probably not. In a way, he is an extremely silly man.

Finally done with whatever the two of them were doing, Nathaniel stops in front of me, reaching out his hands in which he holds his bond. That bond stares at me with its tongue sticking out of that tiny mouth of his.

I stay standing exactly as I am, which causes Nathaniel to shrug and put his bond on the ground instead, where he pats his head. Swiftly, he turns around, heading towards the portal I made.

“See you later then, Ruby,” he says.

“Later… nya.”

The bond lets out a noise, and Nathaniel finally leaves. When I look at the bond near me, he looks up at me, twisting his head.

Ignoring him, I move back to my chair and enter Cognitive Severance to go over the records that have been gathered as of late, as well as the reports from my Masters of Greed.

It all takes just a few seconds, but the bond gets bored already and very floatily levitates to the top of the table, where he steps all over the papers and then finds one big, round mana stone. He grabs it in his mouth and, moving a few steps, drops it in front of me.

“What do you want?”

He lets out that noise again.

“I won’t be connecting you to my mind. It could be dangerous to you, and-”

I don’t get to finish, as he lets out that barking noise a few times in a row. It sounds slightly angered, so I replay it in my mind, and through the wavelengths of his mind that I observed previously, I translate a meaning.

“You can’t be serious.”

He barks again.

“You know what? Maybe I should just throw you to Kindness. We would see how brave you would be then. And here… nya. Happy?”

Finally, he seems to be satisfied and instead pushes the round mana stone with his nose so it rolls towards me, and I grab it before it falls off the table.

“What do you want me to do with it?”

A bark.

“Nya. Dammit,” I grumble, and allow his telepathy to reach my mind while I lower my Thaumic Cognitive Envelope to allow a bit of it to touch my mind, making sure none of it bounces back or that he sees inside.

There, I replay the image he is sending and narrow my eyes to look at him. The entire time, he sits there on the documents, tongue lolling out, and stares at me happily.

“This,” I lift the round mana stone, “was stolen by one of the best in the business. It came from the deepest vault in Domus, right under the Ruler of Diligence’s nose. You have no concept of how impossible a feat that is.”

“That’s right,” I say as I wave the stone from side to side. 

Completely oblivious to the context of my words, the tiny creature’s eyes track it like a pendulum. 

“This is an organic mana stone, grown using a dragon scale as a frame. Add in a few system exploits, as well as some exotic methods only Diligence is able to use, and you have this stone. In theory, it should be able to contain the heat of an entire star inside of it.”

He barks again, and I move the stone from side to side faster.

“Yes, yes. I forgot, so I will add them all now. Nya. Nya. Happy? It is one of Diligence’s projects against Charity, as that… house pest hates not being prepared for any possibility. Do you, silly little creature, even realize the value of something like this? Nya.”

Three annoyed barks in a row, and he jumps to his feet, tapping them a few times on the table.

So, with a sigh, I just throw the orb and watch as the bond jumps off the table and quickly rushes to follow the round mana stone until he catches up to it.

On his short legs, he bounces victoriously back towards me, and I patiently wait as he, in his extremely slow way, levitates back onto the table where he comes to me.

At first, I reach out my hand to take the stone to throw it again, but he doesn’t drop it. So instead, I reach further and grab it while he holds it inside his mouth.

He doesn’t let go.

“But you want me to throw it again. Why aren’t you dropping it? Nya?” I ask, confused.

Even then, he refuses to let go, and I use a tiny bit more force to get it out. The tiny creature doesn’t even seem sad about it and once again jumps up and down excitedly, waiting for me to throw it.

So this time, I throw it much further.

At first, he jumps up and begins to run to follow it, but when he notices how far it is, he slows down until he comes to a full stop. Sitting on the ground, he looks towards where the mana stone continues to roll even now, and then, as if he forgot about it, he twists his body to lick his fur a few times.

Then he turns to run back to me and floats back onto the table, where he lies down, putting his head on his front paws.

For a while, I use the opportunity to continue with my work, but my eyes continue to flick towards him as he lies there unmoving. Gradually, my hand moves almost against my will, and as it approaches his face, he doesn’t pull away and instead watches me calmly.

My fingers gently touch his nose, the one that Nathaniel touched 100 times, and then I move higher, gently placing my palm on top of his head. His tail begins to swing from side to side as I carefully pet his head, and I flinch in surprise as he licks my hand. When I stop, he lies there, closing his eyes until his breath slows down and he falls asleep.

After I become confident he is sleeping, I lower my head to stare at him up close and listen to the soft noises he makes.

I flick my hand, and the round mana stone flies into my hand, and I very carefully place it in between his paws.







Diligence continues to share the records with me, asking for my vote on certain things before he goes on to get a vote from Kindness, Envy, and Wrath. We aren’t in his Sanctuary, but instead in one of the hidden rooms in the Megacity.

“Is that all, nya?” I ask him.

“I still don’t understand why you talk that way. Do you not have a semblance of dignity?”

“I have no idea what you are talking about, nya.”

Then a squeak and a scream, followed by a chuckle, brings my attention.

On the ground, there is Diligence’s vessel, the one he calls Zant, and the tiny creature that is Nathaniel’s bond is currently grabbing Zant’s leg and pulling the tiny vyssari across the floor.

Zant doesn’t even seem to mind and laughs while fighting back, totally unlike the image he tries to keep up usually.

“Zant…” Diligence only breathes out, but does nothing to stop it.







Lust crosses her arms over her chest, her hair, wings, and eyes currently a pale pink color.

“So you are here because you want to watch some tutorials going through your floor, nya,” I repeat.

“That’s it. Oh, how cute my baby used to be back then. I want to watch our fated meeting. And why do you continue to add that word at the end of each sentence? Is it something trendy? Maybe I should start doing it too.”

“No. I lost a bet, nya.”

“So pathetic. And why do you even continue to hide your identity as a Handler? Besides, you should really dress up a bit. Show off some skin for once! You’re gorgeous. Seriously, it’s been so long. You can stop behaving like you’re still a disciple under that monster and always ready to fight.”

“But I am always ready to jump into combat. And you are the last person I would take advice from, nya.”

“Well, I don’t want you hurting my babies, so I’ll agree to whatever you say. There aren’t many in the universe who’d dare face you anyway, so there’s no shame in it,” Lust chuckles. She pushes her chest out, subtly flexing the muscle in her arms, her smile locked on me before her eyes drift to Biscuit. “Give him to me. I want him.”

I let a hint of my presence bleed out as I step closer, stopping right within arm’s reach. “You want something? Really? Right in front of me? What if I wanted something from you instead? What if I got greedy?”

I ramp up the pressure, directing it straight at her, and her hair, wing, and eye color begin to darken and shift.

Then his bond barks behind me, and I sigh.

“I forgot. Nya. Are you happy now?”

Another bark.







A few hours later, I head to the location where I promised to meet Nathaniel while keeping my identity hidden. And exactly as promised, he is waiting there, but with a few more people with him. Even if saying “he” might be wrong.

“I hope you didn’t get greedy,” she says. “Biscuit is mine. And why are you holding him like that?”

I glance down at the bond that I hold hugged in my arms, and Biscuit looks up at me. I feel his body squirm as he stretches up and licks my cheek.

Maybe… After all, why not? Why shouldn’t I keep him? There’s no one who could stop me.

But I let that thought pass as Biscuit squirms more, and I gently place him on the ground, where he rushes back towards his bond, not caring about Nathaniel’s current looks.

Currently, Nathaniel is a woman. 

A pretty young woman. A pale left arm, shoulder-length black wavy hair, his trait shining in his differently colored eyes, and an athletic figure. But the expression is exactly the same as his usual, even if it just feels different seeing it on this face.

“What?” Nathaniel asks, with even the voice sounding similar yet different.

From behind him, a man steps forward. Taller than him, with blonde hair, gray eyes, and an eyepatch. A crown made of primordial lightning floats over his head.

That man puts his arms around Nathaniel’s shoulders and smiles at me while saying, “Excuse our current state, and Nathania as well. There was an expedition we joined to a hidden vault below the Megacity, and one of the traps did this. But Lily said it is only temporary, so in a few hours, we will be back.”

“Fuck off, Tess. I bet Lily could fix it, but refuses to, so she can continue to make me suffer,” Nathaniel says.

“I do not!” another man shouts. He is petite, with black hair, pale skin, and brown eyes. He looks strangely cute and pretty, glancing to the side with a guilty look that completely gives him away.

“Is that true?” Nathaniel, no, Nathania gets out of the arms of the tall blonde man and stops in front of the petite, black-haired one. While holding Biscuit in her right arm, Nathania puts the fingers of her pale left arm on the petite man’s chin and makes him look up at her. “I can sense your heartbeat.”

She leans in closer, her voice turning smoother without her even realizing it as she says, “You’re a terrible liar, Lily.”

The black-haired, petite man blushes and pushes her away while mumbling something, and the tall blonde man, with a laugh, hugs Nathania to save him.

The entire time, Biscuit is carried and flung around the place, yet he keeps that extremely happy expression. His eyes look towards me, and his telepathy connects to my mind as he says.

(Food!)

Rolling my eyes, I send back, (Sure, sure.)

Turning away, and right before taking a warp, I send one last word.

(Nya.)

            


Chapter 812 - A bunch of drunken losers


                I stop by Lily, who’s hanging out with Maya. Before joining them, I watch as Izzy carries Noodle over to Dennis, where the two of them quickly get into a quiet conversation.

Lily asks me to play with my heart for a moment so she can make further observations. She wants to make changes to her own setup that’ll improve the output of her [Disintegration].

That earns us a few silly noises from Maya, who is currently busy with her Lesser Evil Orb training.

The way Lily talks about it makes me feel nostalgic for my first proper construct. The 3rd floor Nathaniel was truly something else. Did that jerk not realize how dangerous that was? What a badass.

It also reminds me once again that while I have many constructs, I haven’t been giving them much time, other than the odd improvement every once in a while. Even so, they mess up my body in ways similar to my stat imbalance. They’re just there, constantly running in the background and making so many things simple, like the knock off combination of a trait and a passive.

Maybe one day I will actually fix them. I mean, I probably should do something about them, seeing how many people are predicting my death in five to ten years. I don’t know, these predictions are always changing anyway.

But as I listen to Lily talk about how much she learned from observing Biscuit while working on that special healing mark for Grumpy, I can’t help but see a small connection. It all reminds me of what Ruby once told me, about a kind woman on a forgotten planet who found a certain very special bear. By observing him and his body, and through her own talents, she became one of the most incredible beings in the System. Cinderbear was ancient even before Kindness, then a mere Champion, found him. The question stands, is Biscuit special like that? Is Lily?

Lily waves her hand, bringing my attention back to her as she tilts her head and smiles. “All good?”

“Yup,” I say, pushing the distracting thoughts away.

“Good. I’ll keep a few vials of your blood along with the wyvern’s blood so I can experiment on them. I’m sure I can come up with something cool.”

“I don’t think I’m an adequate host for wyvern blood,” I say.

She agrees. “Nope, you’re not. Noodle seems to be the most compatible, but he’s already absorbing the blood from when he bit the hatchling. There isn’t enough blood to do anything like giving any of you guys a bloodline similar to what some vyssari have, but I think I could probably observe it enough to come up with a way to force your Ichor to bolster itself.”

My interest peaks as I lean closer. Looking into her brown eyes, I ask, “How?”

“I think I can concentrate it a bit further and get a few droplets of really pure wyvern blood. Then we would develop a process and let it into your body. It’ll either hurt a lot and do basically nothing, or force your body to react and fight against it. Your Ichor is also very powerful, even if it’s not comparable to a wyvern bloodline.”

“Not yet, and shouldn’t that be a crazy difficult thing to do?”

“I don’t know? Maybe? I think I can do it, though,” she says and thinks. “Maybe it would work with Izzy too, with her Burning Blood trait, but-”

I interrupt. “But there’s a chance her bond with Noodle changes something once he adapts to it.”

“Yup! So, if there is leftover concentrated wyvern blood, we could sell it, probably for a few million shards. Or keep it for Tess, in case she gets some sort of blood trait at level 400.”

“I don’t think she’ll want it.”

Lily lifts her eyebrows. “Are you sure?”

“Yup. I know her that much.” I lean back and think about it a bit more, though no better ideas occur to me. “Let’s go with your plan for now. Save any blood we don’t use to torture my poor body.”

“I will!”

“And how is Noodle, actually?”

“I healed him quite a bit and helped to ease some of the pain and did some things to aid the changes. I don’t think he’ll develop a wyvern bloodline, but his own will be enhanced. That’s where I got the idea to strengthen your trait.”

“If you think about it, didn’t Noodle cost just a few shards back then?” Maya finally asks from the side.

“I think we were quite lucky that Noodle came out the way he is. Dennis spoke to Lootenant and Brainiac, and they’ve heard of people who just got some insects or really weak pets they couldn’t even bond with. They said it’s sort of like a gacha.” Lily says.

“Or maybe we weren’t lucky.” Maya pokes one of her Lesser Evil Orbs. “Nat and Sophie bought it, right? It was probably influenced by that. I wouldn’t be surprised if it was influenced by Biscuit as well, somehow. That corgi and his damn scary primordial energy and whatever achievements this lunatic-”

“Who do you mean?”

“-this lunatic and Sophie had at that point influenced it,” Maya finishes.

“Sure,” I decide not to argue. “But it seems like it’s going to be you, Dennis, Min-Jae, Izzy, and Noodle here alone for a while, and then Dennis might truly go for Beyond.”

“We’ve kind of gotten used to it,” Maya waves it off. “And I’m sure we’ll come up with some sort of rotation. And don’t forget Blackie, though he’ll probably cause more trouble than he helps.”

“Still not wanting to try Beyond?” I ask.

“Not really. I was never that ambitious, and what would my poor little guys here do without me? Plus, I can just train with you guys and maybe, some time later in life, become a Champion.”

“You can do it!” Lily jumps in quickly. “You’re plenty strong. I don’t think there are many people from Earth who could actually face you.”

“Sure,” Maya smiles at our petite healer, “if you say so. You guys just be careful. You know, at first, I thought five years would be a very long time. But the longer we spend in this tutorial, the more I realize how little it actually is. All these things and opportunities on the floors… all these things you guys get to do in Beyond.”

“Honestly,” I say, “I don’t think there’ll be much left for me to do in Beyond after the next few weeks, and I’ll be spending more time in the tutorial. I won’t need to prepare for any fights there, I won’t need to be there as much for crafting, and by then, I’ll likely have explored most of what I want. I’ll just do an event or a quest once in a while.”

“The ‘most normal’ Guild Master,” Maya chuckles. “The most responsible, even.”

“Maya, if you think about it, and the sort of bunch the Primordial Lunat- I mean, Knights, are, you must agree that I’m quite reasonable.”

I get an undeserved look from her, but I really mean it. There are things to gain in Beyond, but it seems like fewer and fewer. Thanks to the most ignored floor of the tutorial, the 9th one, I had almost a year for such explorations.

 







 

Before leaving for Beyond, I move toward the pile of items we’ve gathered, specifically the ones we got from the auction house. There are things there like a set of armor, a small flower in a glass jelly-filled case, a necklace made of human teeth, a shield, and an abundance of materials. One of them is even a Pristine item, though it’s just a sort of thread and bone, so not immediately useful, but it should sell well or serve for being commissioned into items.

What interests me the most is a small orb made of water, held in a small glass vial. It isn’t an item, as there’s no description for it, which also means it isn’t a material. It reminds me of how the remains of the wyvern didn’t have a description. So it likely is… well, something.

A rare liquid? Strangely colored blood? The drool of a dragon?

Who knows. Still, I decide to take it to the Crimson Forge, maybe the three mora there will know.

I then listen to Maya as she plans out some duels with Lily. Min-Jae quickly joins us as well, done with the studying he’s been doing in the corner of the cave. For a while, the four of us argue about two things.

Firstly, we debate what the fragments are, with our winning conclusion being that they are fragments of something, of one whole.

We are truly a smart bunch.

The second, longer argument is about what influences your lifespan the most.

We come to the conclusion that while there are things like passives, active skills, rare fragments, traits, and items, the main factor for most people is likely the number of body upgrades and their Constitution stat. We also agree that Candidate titles, the rank of Champion, and bonding with a Sovereign Spark and thus becoming an Absolute probably influence it as well.

There are so many variables that we argue about for so long that it actually angers Maya. She starts making annoyed, angry, and rude jokes, saying that at this point, simply inhaling Kindness’s farts would probably give you a few extra years.

As always, there are too many exceptions and no single simple answer, but our human brains still try to simplify everything. I think we’re just built that way, trying to make things easy to understand, if only to avoid the unknown.

Eventually, we come up with a very rough formula, 1 Constitution = 1 year. Min-Jae fights to make it 1 Constitution = 0.824 years for some reason, likely out of a love for the game and a desire to tease Maya, who looks ready to kick his ass.

That leads us to the conclusion that Lily would live the longest out of all of us, given that her Constitution is well over 1,000. It brings up an interesting comparison to mine, which is only around 100.

Seeing the conversation, Dennis pulls Izzy and Noodle over to join us. Sophie returns from Beyond with water, alcohol, and other supplies, bringing Tess in from her guard duty. Even Blackie sits nearby, looking as if he’s actually listening to the conversation.

The bottles of alcohol are open, and we go over the same points again. This time, Sophie fights us and joins Min-Jae’s side. She says if you have more body upgrades, it’s possible 1 Constitution equals 1 year, but if you picked the Potency variation of the Constitution attribute upgrade, it could be 3 or more years for 1 Constitution.

Min-Jae then argues that being bonded to a Sovereign Spark and becoming an Absolute possibly ties your life to that planet, making you nearly immortal in regards to any cause other than being killed.

I push back against that strongly. Tess and Dennis join me, agreeing it feels too much like bullshit since we haven’t heard of anything even hinting at that sort of longevity, though we agree it likely extends your life significantly.

Maya brings the conversation back to Lily. For an hour, we use all our formulas to try to calculate how long our petite bulldozer is going to live. In the middle of it, Min-Jae changes his mind, saying 0.824 is too long and it’s likely that 1 Constitution = 0.5 years. He argues that, so far, he’s seen Champions who are thousands of years old, maybe tens of thousands, and only Absolutes live longer.

Still, everyone agrees that Lily, with her healing, will likely live much longer, even using these new formulas.

At the end of the talk, Lily drunkenly promises that she’ll make all of us nearly impossible to kill as she sips on the wine Sophie bought, the expensive sort that can make even people with bodies like ours drunk. In her speech, Lily shouts that she’ll kick the ass of anyone from our group who comes to her hundreds of years from now, sobbing that they’ve had enough of living and want to die.

Tess pulls the drunk healer into a hug and gently caresses her head while laughing, teasing her, and pulling her cheek. She tells us that Lily recently watched a show that had a few episodes delving into those themes, so it’s likely been on her mind.

Lily hiccups and nods seriously. She breaks from Tess’s arms to almost squeeze the life out of Dennis, speaking to him and Aaron through his eyes, promising she will help them and repeating ten times over that they are her friends.

By the tenth time, Dennis, acting brave, pushes her away and passes on a few messages from Aaron, who calls us a bunch of “drunken losers.”

I think that if someone attacked us right now, we would end up in a terrible state. But at the same time, I’m sure I could clear my mind and face it, as I keep Notdrunkthaniel scanning the area.

For some reason, at some point, I end up dancing with both Tess and Lily while Maya starts playing her instrument. Izzy plays some songs on one of the speakers I brought back from Earth. Dennis, who apparently took some dance lessons, gently shows Izzy a few classical moves before later performing a nice routine with the athletic Maya, who seems to be good at these sorts of things.

When Blackie joins in, the cave almost collapses under the blasts of kinetic energy, but no one gets angry. With a laugh, Tess dances in front of Sophie´s bond, gesturing for him to mirror her movements.

Still, before I can use the chance to escape into my corner, Lily seizes me by force, and there we stay, swaying to the slow rhythm of the music, and the voices of the half drunk members of group 4.

            


Chapter 813 - My luck. My curse.


                A day later, I’m in the headquarters of Crimson Forge together with Weslin.

Eldrin is still angrily sending away the guild guards. They don’t seem to be panicking, but they are deeply uneasy at the thought of having two S ranks from Primordial Knights so deep within the guild, standing right beside three of their most valuable members.

When I glance to my left, Weslin is there poking at some materials, and Silverweave stares at him with wide open eyes.

“I have a girlfriend,” the half-demon says with his usual confidence once it gets to be too much to ignore

I don’t even have time to tell him that isn’t likely to be what she’s after before she speaks. “I can share,” the mora says, licking her lips and smiling.

The hell?

I can’t even pay attention to that as Eldrin moves closer. He snatches the vial from my hand and holds it so close to his eye that it almost touches his eyeball. He shifts it through different lighting a few times and even sniffs it once before throwing it to Silverweave, who clumsily catches it without taking her eyes off Weslin. She lifts the vial to her face, licks it, and even gently bites into the glass.

“It’s some sort of spinal fluid from a powerful monster. Not a wyvern. You should give it to the crazy lynthari, he will know better.” After that, she throws the vial back toward Eldrin but misses entirely.

I halt it mid air by absorbing its kinetic movement, and Eldrin grabs it from there, and after cleaning it off, hands it back to me.

“I’ll check with him. How’s the item coming? Have you gotten the Everwood?” I say.

“Was it you who messed with our systems and broke all the toilets?” Isolde asks from somewhere off to the side.

Both Eldrin and I ignore her while the male mora nods. “We’ve already started processing the Everwood. The piece you got is very high tier, so we hired additional help since we didn’t have the machinery or expertise required.”

“I know it was you,” Isolde mutters again.

“How much will it cost?” I ask Eldrin.

“Not much. They just want any of the smaller pieces of Everwood that would go to waste after processing,” Eldrin says.

“Do you know how much trouble you caused? Are you not ashamed? Are you even human?” Isolde persists.

“That sounds reasonable,” I confirm with Eldrin. Then, I take out a finger long glass vial containing a bit of red liquid. There are a few inscriptions on the vial to keep the blood from thickening and keep it cool. Conveniently, the blood itself also powers the inscriptions.

“Do you know what this is?” I ask. “And no, I don’t want to watch Silverweave lick it.”

Isolde finally stops blaming me and steps closer to Eldrin. She reaches out carefully to take the vial from me, but I refuse to let go. I just hold it up high, forcing them to lean in closer to observe it.

“It isn’t wyvern blood, unfortunately. It belongs to a human, and there’s an impressive amount of mana contained within…” She pauses, her yellow eyes turning blue as she observes it more closely. “Hyper-condensed.”

She tries to take the vial from me again, but I move my hand further away to her annoyance, and Eldrin’s too, as he observes it as well. Both of them are twice as tall as me, so I’m sure it’s an interesting sight for anyone walking by. It’s almost as interesting as Weslin, who’s standing nervously off to the side as Silverweave continues to move closer to him, tiny step by tiny step.

“It’s yours, isn’t it?” Eldrin says.

Isolde glances at him with wide eyes while the male mora crosses his arms over his chest after handing the vial back to me. Then, Isolde looks quickly at me.

“Yup,” I confirm.

“Well, let’s get down to business. How much for two or three hundred vials like these?” Eldrin asks an outrageously high number.

“Are you a vampire or something? That’s too much,” I quickly reply, surprised by the number.

“As far as I know, true vampires are even rarer than Lycans, especially after their Progenitor disappeared so long ago. Don’t try to bullshit me, human. You are sneaky, and I’m sure you came prepared.”

It almost makes me smile as I nod, satisfied. “I can trade you probably around a hundred vials’ worth. I prepared at least that much before I came here,” I say, remembering the way I had to have Lily heal me as I filled them. Maybe I really should invest in a Low Pristine healing passive.

But… that would mean no passive to help with my attack power, or… more mana.

“I want a hundred of them, too,” Isolde jumps in, like we’re at a local food market.

“No, you’ll have to share with Eldrin,” I say to her disappointment. “But first, I have to ask someone I trust to make sure you can’t use that blood in some voodoo against me, or try to clone me or something. I wouldn’t want that.”

“What is ‘voodoo’?” Isolde asks.

“I’m too lazy to explain.”

Eldrin begins to look impatient as he furrows his eyebrows. “You’re wasting my time, human. I could already be experimenting with your blood. You should have long since been aware that there are processes to clear the blood, so it’s impossible to use against you. And I hope you weren’t serious about the cloning, as if it were that simp-”

“Yeah, yeah,” I interrupt him. “Declare a guild war on us or something if you don’t like it.”

“Maybe I will. I’ll retrieve my war armaments from where they’re sitting gathering dust and get to taste some demon blood, wouldn’t that be fun?” Eldrin lowers his face closer to mine. “Or I’ll wait for Morwag and Weslin here to finish their tutorial. We have quite a few powerful A-ranks-”

He doesn’t get to say more as Isolde smacks his back. “Are you sure you’re not a demon? Control yourself, brother.”

Eldrin just looks at her and smiles, standing up again. “So, what do you want in exchange, human? Also, know that there will be leftover Everwood even after we use pieces to pay the people processing it. I also looked over the fur pelts and that wood your Handler gave us, and I’m willing to buy both.”

“I want information.”

“That must be some very expensive information,” his sister answers instead.

“I don’t know if it’s expensive, but it’s information I’m willing to pay at least that much for, even a bit extra if needed. I have some Low Pristine items and Pristine materials I can throw in, and I can raid our guild’s treasury.”

As I say that, I notice Weslin perk up and look at me reproachfully. I ignore him, as well as Silverweave, who is now just a step away from him, as I speak to the mora siblings.

“I want everything you can get on creating host bodies for mind imprints, consciousness, and similar constructs. Something that won’t reject it and would allow one to attach a Mana Heart to it in the future. Such as might be grown from a certain attendee to create a twin copy.”

“How interesting. A homunculus, a replica, a clone, a host body, a vessel, an avatar… there are many variations that could work, but it isn’t as simple as you might think,” Isolde says. She looks at her brother as if waiting for him to confirm. “A mind would need to be powerful to be capable of that. For an Absolute or an extraordinary Champion, it is possible. But for anyone weaker, I don’t think so, even if you were to create a perfect match.”

Eldrin nods. “Once it’s deprived of a Mana Heart to act as a source of power, such a hostless mind begins to degrade.”

I sigh. “Yeah, we went over most of that with Sophie and Lily. But for now, it should be fine, as that mind had a strong enough connection to the body where it is currently, so it’s being kept ‘alive’ that way. If we moved him out now, it would be as you said, it likely wouldn’t be able to stay. But yeah, that’s my price. Lily will come to find you in Beyond in a day or two, so you can talk to her for further details. She’s a nice enough person, and I’ll know if you try to scam her. If you do, I’ll be angry.”

Both of them, and even Silverweave, seem to perk up. The mora, who was probably about to attempt an assault on Weslin, leaves him as the three of them surround me.

“I get to meet Lily Chen again?” Isolde lowers herself to my eye level, the way I do when talking to a small child. It’s annoying.

I wonder if they see me the same way I see a vyssari child. Am I cute to them?

“At least try to be normal. Brainstorm with her and give her any information she might need. Give her things to experiment with, and connect her with some of the Healing guilds so she can trade, learn, and improve. Just use the money and influence you have.”

I then watch as they dive into an excited conversation.

Taking the opportunity, both Weslin and I quietly leave. I lead him to the room where our current project is being kept, the chestplate that has already consumed so much time and so many resources. Weslin probes it and even tries on the unfinished version. The whole time, he acts like a man admiring an expensive car.

When we eventually leave the Crimson Forge, the three mora are still arguing.

Once outside the guild, I notice a figure sitting on a bench nearby, beneath one of the flowering trees.

“I’ll see you later,” I say to Weslin. He nods in understanding and walks away, glancing once at the blonde woman.

When I sit next to Kindness, she smiles at me. She’s striking as always, with long, flowing golden hair and violet eyes. Today she’s dressed in all black, black leggings, and a black turtleneck sweater with sleeves so long they almost entirely hide her hands.

“Actually, this is good timing. I wanted to speak with you,” I say.

“And I wanted to speak with you as well, possibly for the same reason.” Her smile lingers for a moment before fading. “Did you also want to talk about your healer friend?”

“Were you watching?”

“A bit. I have a great interest in both Lily and your bond, and Ruby sometimes fills me in on the things I’ve missed. Ruby is quite responsible, isn’t she? I was never like that.”

“That’s a nice way to talk about a stalker,” I shrug. “Biscuit was always different, and Lily… well, she’s talented. How much can you tell me?”

“Quite a bit. The System won’t even attempt to censor me, so I may as well tell you about myself and a bear I met long ago.”

“That’s fine with me.”

She nods and crosses her legs, pulling her sleeves even lower until her hands are completely hidden. Her eyes haze over with memory as she begins to speak.

“Both Pride and I are from worlds in the central galaxy, the galaxy from which the System first started spreading. Can you guess where that is?”

“We’re currently there, aren’t we?”

Her eyes focus for a moment, and she offers a smile so beautiful and sad I can’t take my eyes off it. “Just how perceptive you can be sometimes. Yes. From here, the First Dungeon, over which Beyond was built so long ago. I still remember a time when the System was just beginning. It was so rough, so imperfect. There were many powerful abilities for people to gain before the system balanced itself out, and so many mistakes that needed to be fixed. There were many Eradication Quests as the System attempted to regulate it all. And during all of that, many beings fought against the system to stop its spread in wars that destroyed life across entire galaxies. Beings awakened by the System fought to keep their power against those who held other strengths. Gods, Dragons, Wyverns, elves, mora, beast clans, primordial orders, vampires, Fae, Lycans, and so many more. But in the end, they couldn’t stop it.”

I watch her quietly, listening to every word.

“Even before the system, surrounded by all these beings, humans survived, and often thrived, just through their sheer indomitable will. They stood against all those amazing races even without the system. Once mana spread through the universe and awakened within them, they adapted the fastest, as they always did. And so the system found a great weapon in them, and they thwarted any attempts that would have ended and even erased it entirely. As terrifying as those times were, they were also fascinating. And I was there in the middle of it all, a Champion traveling from world to world, out to the edges of the known universe where the System hadn’t reached yet. And there, I met him. My luck. My curse. My gray bear.”

She smiles gently.

“Cinderbear was born with a mutation that no one has ever been able to replicate, and no one ever will. Not the System, not Pride, and not even me at my prime. It isn’t a bloodline, the power of a god, or anything else like that. It is just a mutation, the result of an extreme coincidence, a single change in his genome that made him what he is. What he has will never be seen again, not even in a universe as vast as this.”

At this, Kindness seems to get more technical, taking on a more scientific and thoughtful tone as she discusses the subject.

“He cannot die of natural causes. He can still be killed, and he can kill himself, but other than that, he is perfectly immortal. Ancient, even before I met him. I imagine he watched his world die and revive so many times, living so long that he evolved alongside everything else around him. Once, long ago, he was worshipped by numerous civilizations as a god and a protector. He was much more powerful then, intelligent, capable of speech, leading and helping his people. He learned to use the time he was given to evolve himself into whatever he desired. That was long before the System, back when he was known for killing dragons, and, if only out of fear, everyone avoided his world.”

She looks at me to see if I want to ask anything, but as I stay quiet, she continues.

“His world was eventually forgotten by everyone except a few dragons and gods who, in all their power, still bowed to him. And so the time passed, and his cycles of life repeated, as he watched everyone around him die. In a way, the two of us are similar. He also got exhausted of it all, but unlike me, he didn’t choose death. He moved into the background, let the people of his planet live, and gave up everything he had. He cast aside his power, his intelligence, and his evolutions to devolve back into a bear, to return to the simple life he remembered from that time when he was so very young. A life in the forest, where he found comfort and love in simplicity. And that is how I found him. My Gray Sun. The Bear That Survived Time.”

Out of nowhere, Kindness chuckles. “Oh, my hubris back then. Thinking I could ever, with all my talents, copy something as perfect as his mutation. Thinking I could copy what nature and the universe made so flawless. Sometimes I wonder… maybe if there is one true God out there who placed that gift with that bear for people to find, so that God could see if we were ready for it. But I know I wasn’t. I thought I got everything I ever wanted. I observed the powers of his body, his immortality, and he let me. He saw me as little more than another animal in his forest, one that meant no harm and sometimes gave him foods he’d never experienced. But my ability was unlike that natural mutation. Thanks to the System, and my lack of understanding, it was twisted until I became the way I am now.”

She falls silent for a minute. When she speaks again, her words come a bit faster.

“I always thought your bond was a bit similar to him, but it’s far too early to say. Still, I wonder if history is fated to repeat. So please, tell your friend to be careful of what she learns, and be careful with what she has already learned from your bond. Ruby and your friend’s handler, Wrath, wouldn’t mind if she became like me. They both share a similar goal. Even I find myself hoping for Lily to grow stronger, for that ever elusive chance she might be able to put me to rest… but at the same time…”

Kindness stands up, her voice growing quieter as she turns to leave. “I can’t meet her because I see too much of myself in her. But for that same reason, I wanted to give her this one warning.”

            


Chapter 814 - Boys’ trip


                “What’s this guy doing here?” Morwag asks, his tone surprisingly calm. “And what’s he smirking at?”

“Why wouldn’t I be smiling? The weather’s nice, the food is great, and I’m surrounded by my friends. I’m blessed!” The lumoran known as Brich smiles widely.

“Are we waiting for someone else?” Weslin asks, cutting in before Brich can further irritate the most demon demon to ever demon.

“Yes,” I nod. “The most cowardly guy to ever exist.”

That causes Brich to perk up again. He turns away from Morwag and looks at me. “I didn’t know young Savant would be coming as well.”

“Why not? I bet he doesn’t have anything better to do,” I snort, leaning back.

All four of us are currently sitting around a table on a terrace with no buildings below it. Nothing to block the view opening out into the vast canyons of the 4th floor of Beyond. On the table, there’s already plenty of food and several drinks. As we eat the breakfast I paid for, I make a mental note to have my guild reimburse me. I definitely consider this a business expense.

Everyone here has brought their own equipment, whether it be armor, weapons, or travel bags. In Brich’s case, it is the massive metal suit of armor he wears even as he sits, his winged helmet resting on the table. At his waist hangs the Ego weapon, Calvorn, and next to him is a massive bag with who knows how many items he’s set to test for the mora trio.

“You haven’t told me what your plan is,” Morwag says, addressing me this time.

In answer, I simply shrug. “That’s mostly because I make things up as I go. But don’t pretend you have anything better to do. Before you return to the tutorial and get thrown out, you might as well explore Beyond a little bit with us. Don’t tell me you weren’t curious about what’s been creating lurkers or what there is to see on the surface.”

“I have no need for such a silly lie,” the demon answers, crossing his muscular arms over his chest. “I just question the company you’ve brought.”

“Well, it’s not like I know all that many people. My group is doing their own thing, as is my sister, so you guys are who I have left. But honestly, I wouldn’t trade you for anything. You are the best companions I could-”

“Oh, just shut up,” Morwag snorts, waving at a waitress to bring us more of the snack he’s been enjoying.

When I look around, I notice the attention we’ve been getting. After all, there are four S ranks all sitting together, planning an adventure. Even now, I wonder why I decided to put this small group together instead of going alone, much less why going so far as to contact Savant through Crimson Forge.

Well, I like spending time with Weslin and Morwag. Even if he is one scary motherfucker, the demon is a reliable companion, that much was proven when we faced that Champion. As for Brich and Savant, I’ve always been curious about their abilities. I want to see more of Calvorn and sneakily use this expedition to learn from Brich. I’m also curious to see what the most cowardly guy in existence has been up to and steal some knowledge from him, all while visiting all the places I promised myself I would see.

Now that I think about it, we are all men. Doesn’t that make this a boys’ trip? What an amusing thought. I should come up with a cool name for us.

“Here you are!” Brich calls out just as Savant enters the terrace. He’s still rocking long black hair, those same cowardly green eyes, and that annoying beauty mark under the corner of his eye.

For a moment, he looks around, his eyes stopping on Morwag and then on Weslin, before turning to Brich and finally landing on me.

I give it about a 40% chance that he will turn around and leave immediately.

In the end, he seems to clench his teeth and walks over. He shrugs off his bag, throws it on the ground, and sits in the free spot next to Brich.

“You told me it was only going to be you and Brich,” he accuses me.

“Because you probably wouldn’t have joined if I told you about the other two,” I explain.

“Don’t you think that’s just a little bit deceptive?”

“Quite deceptive and an asshole move,” I agree. “By the way, can you make your void heart start beating? I want to observe it.”

“No.”

“Well, maybe you’ll change your mind in a few minutes.”

“No.”

“Reliable as always, but look. You have Weslin here, and he’s literally the best attendee around when it comes to handling void energy. There’s a lot you can learn from him.”

“That is the main reason I haven’t left yet,” Savant explains and turns to Weslin while nodding his head in a polite greeting. “It is nice to meet you. You can address me however you want, but my alias is Savant.”

Before Weslin can answer, it is Morwag who laughs out shortly. “Savant this, Savant that. Just how much hubris can a simple human have? And that pathetic, shriveled thing lying dead in your chest that you dare to call a heart. Stolen from a dead weakling of a demon nonetheless.”

The pressure around the demon increases. Even though his eyes are the reddest of any demon I have seen so far, that red deepens even further as the wood and stone around us creak.

“Morwag.”

That single word from my mouth causes silence to ensue, and the demon turns his head to me slowly.

Facing him, I smile. “I invited this guy here, and you immediately threaten him? After he just found out I lied to him and decided to stay anyway? During breakfast, no less? I know you want to establish dominance or something, but at least wait a while and do so in a way that doesn’t feel like you’re spitting in my face.”

That causes Morwag to smile back at me. After a few moments where we stare at each other, he smiles even more and says, “I apologize, I have been rude.”

“It is okay, I have been easily upset myself as of late and could have spoken more kindly.”

“No, it was me who crossed the line first. Your reaction is well deserved.”

“Still, I feel a bit bad now that you’re being so reasonable. I feel like I jumped to a weird conclusion and expected you to act in ways you never intended.”

“You guys gonna kiss or fight?” Brich asks excitedly, chewing on a bit of pastry with his mouth wide open and his armor clinking with each move.

Morwag laughs and pulls his chair closer to Brich while still showing that charming smile. It causes Brich’s smile to waver a bit, but he still maintains it and chews a bit slower.

Sometimes I wonder, with the way skills work and how they can be influenced by how you perceive things, and even made stronger, do weird people have an advantage? Let’s say you have someone with a skill like Tess’s [Declaration]. If she were totally twisted and delusional and declared herself a Champion candidate, would she have a chance of pulling it off with a high enough skill level?

Would you just need to have that, baseless, totally delusional trust in yourself? And would that make the skill work because that’s just how you see it? All because you are a bit… well, out of your right mind and literally incapable of thinking differently?

I think there might be something to that, and perhaps all the most powerful people are twisted in some way. The question is what that says about Earth that we should have so many powerful people.

Yet another disadvantage for normal people like me.

“Rookie, why do you even want to meet these people first? What about Lochi and Duncan? You even used the guild’s information network to track them down,” Weslin asks.

I switch my attention to him and answer honestly, “Just a whim.”

“A whim?”

“Yeah, is that weird?”

“Out of all the things you did? Not at all. Overall, a bit weird? Slightly, but nothing too serious.” The best void user currently in Beyond smiles slightly. “Maybe that just makes you a bit nostalgic at times.”

“That could be,” I nod. “And you? You agreed to join pretty quickly. How come?”

“Just a whim?” he smirks. “It sounded fun to go on one last big adventure before I end my tutorial, especially with my weird fucking buds.”

“Weslin, you’re too pure for this place. If Malika ever breaks your heart, I shall avenge you terribly.”

That causes him to laugh even more, and he moves his hand through his growing white hair, and I notice that he actually has a decent haircut now. Surprisingly, Weslin is a handsome fella.

It is not like he wasn’t with his shiny bald head, but back then, he seemed to be in a more dangerous, austere way. Now he feels gentler, even if that personality hasn’t actually changed at all.

“Well, why the hell not,” Weslin says. “Though it is a bit complicated with, well, you know, both of us being from two different freshly awakened planets. We might just give it a pause for a few years or decades before we find a way to meet each other.”

“Huh, I hadn’t thought of that. That sucks.”

“It does,” Brich agrees, and both Weslin and I turn to look at him.

The lumoran takes another bite and chews slowly, while Morwag just sits there with a straight face, spitting grape seeds at him every time he eats one.

My gaze shifts, and I look at Savant, who is giving all of us exactly the look I would expect from him.

“Brich, did you know Savi has a Sword of Aeons?” I ask.

“Of course I do,” the metal armor clinks as the lumoran nods. “Most of the bigger guilds knew about it before he even joined Crimson Forge. Weakened or not, the Sword of Aeons is the greatest mana battery on all of Eladore. There are some people I know who collect them enough to have a few dozen, though they’re rarely restored to the point that young Savant’s is. How many times has someone tried to steal it from you or kill you for it?” he asks Savant.

That unhealthily patient man thinks for a second before saying calmly, “Two times on the first floor of Beyond, once on the second, once on the third, and six times on the fourth.”

“How many of those times was it Crimson Forge or Brich?” I ask.

“About half of them,” Savant answers.

Brich doesn’t even seem ashamed, and Morwag spits another few seeds at his face. They fall behind his neck and drop down into his armor, causing Brich’s eyelid to twitch.

In the end, it’s the lumoran who stands up first. “Well, gentlemen, why don’t we go? I just received information that Lyraen has left Beyond to return to his tutorial for a few days, so it should be safe for me to leave the Megacity.”

 







 

On the third floor of Beyond, we decide to stay for a day. In my case, I need to visit a certain catboy. As for the others, they get weirdly into sync and agree that it’ll be a good idea to head outside during the night when the most powerful monsters appear.

The kind of monsters that like to wipe out entire outposts.

Obviously, the settings of this floor haven’t changed since the last time I was here. The day is safe, but during the night, you’d better be in an outpost, which ranges from a maximum capacity of 10, 100, 1,000, or 10,000 people. These outposts are safe zones at night, but only if the number of citizens doesn’t exceed that maximum. Once it does, the safe zone function is permanently removed.

It’s safe to say all citizens would rather band together and kill you from a distance than let you in during the night if the city’s already full.

So here we are in the Black Tower outpost, where the largest branch of the Primordial Knights on this floor is located. At the start of the day, Morwag, Weslin, and I head into the headquarters while Savant and Brich go do their own thing until night falls.

I don’t like the looks I get from the other guild members as we walk through the hallway. Most of them clearly recognize me, and it reminds me once again that I have become the guild master here, even if I had hoped I would just collect my salary and abuse the resources a bit without any real responsibility.

We split up with Weslin, who goes to greet the branch leader, while I head downstairs to meet the Doc.

            


Chapter 815 - Precautionary measure


                “Don’t lick the damn thing!” I shout at the Doc.

“Why?” he asks me, seemingly genuinely surprised.

He’s currently wearing white latex gloves, and a single droplet of my blood rests on the tip of his finger, while several other vials sit, already filled with my blood. Some have already been placed in a freezer, while others are spinning inside a set of humming machines.

“It’s weird. At least wait until I leave.”

“Tsk,” he sighs dramatically. He carefully uses his mana to force the droplet back into the vial. After closing it, he turns with a sharp swirl of his white lab coat. “My precious little baby,” he mumbles as he stores it away and turns back to face me. “I require you to return here when you decide to strengthen your trait. And I require you to use both the second and third stage tokens at once.”

“No.”

“Why not!?” he shouts at me.

“Because I would fucking die!?”

At my answer, he begins to gesture widely, even pointing toward the sky as if complaining to some silent god. Finally, he lets his arms fall lifelessly to his sides in defeat. “No one understands. No one’s willing to just sacrifice a little in the pursuit of knowledge. All the toughest battles are mine to fight,” he shakes his head. “Why did you even come to see me then?”

“Maybe because I thought you could tell me a bit more about my blood? As far as I know, you work for the Primordial Knights, and we pay you. Currently, I am the Guild Master, so…”

The lynthari looks at me almost as if he pities me. “I work for the Primordial Knights for free.”

“… You do?”

His hand lands on my shoulder as he shakes his head. “A lynthari of my talents is well sought after. You have no idea how much other guilds have offered to get me to join them. But I stay! Because where else would I find such a collection of beautiful, lunatic specimens to work with?”

“The first part of your declaration almost made me respect you, but the second part erased it all. Anyway, I’ll stop by when I head back to the fourth floor so you can experiment with my blood a bit. I will also leave behind a tiny black orb so you can observe the ways they influence each other.”

“I want one of your arms and an entire leg. One eye, too.”

“Yeah, why the hell not? Do you want anything else while you’re at it?”

The Doc’s ears twitch as he looks at me, curious. “Maybe? A piece of flesh from your butt. Is it true you store your mana there? Some of the female demons were talking about that the other day.”

I close my eyes and force myself to breathe.

When I open them again, I say, “I can’t give you my arm, leg, and all that. Since the body upgrade and since I got the trait, I regenerate slower. But I can leave you a few fingers, maybe an arm up to the elbow, if you promise to diligently work on it.”

The Doc nods. “I will. But you didn’t answer my question. Do you store mana there? I’ve heard of such traits. It is true the location would be an interesting choice, but I have heard worse.”

“I don’t.”

“Huh. Have those demonesses been lying to each other?”

“More than that, it sounds like they were joking among themselves.”

“Joking,” the Doc repeats the word. “Explain it to me,” he says, looking at me with the same clinical curiosity he usually reserves for an interesting specimen or a severed body part.

Quickly changing the subject, I hand him the vial containing a droplet of spinal fluid. He snatches it up. With a twisted sort of curiosity, I watch to see if he’ll actually bite the glass or lick the vial, but instead, he simply slides on a monocle. The lens cycles through several colors in a single second before he tucks it away.

“Leviathan spinal fluid. Likely from a powerful Greater specimen. They’re quite the cute little critters. And tasty, too.”

“I’ll take your word for that,” I answer, remembering the leviathan I fought in the dungeon back on Earth, where I claimed my fragment. “Are they specialized in mana?”

“They are known for having massive mana reserves,” he pauses, looking me up and down. “A bit like you, even if they aren’t quite so beautifully broken. I bet a leviathan would give me a few buckets worth of blood and its eyes without all this whining.”

“Yeah? Why don’t you try talking one into it, then?”

“Maybe I will!” he shouts. He storms toward his shelves, where items and materials have been strewn about in a mess that defies any thought of proper organization, though he finds what he’s looking for with terrifying speed. It’s another vial, this one filled with a murky orange liquid.

He uncaps the vial of spinal fluid and eyes it closely as he adds a few drops of the orange solution. After that, he pulls a jar of what looks like dried leaves from the shelf and tosses them in. Reaching into another, he adds a pinch of grey ash, followed by a small chunk of unidentified metal. Finally, he uses a very fine brush to paint glowing symbols directly onto the glass.

“Add in three drops of your blood,” he commands.

Curious, I follow his lead. I watch as my mana filled ichor hits the mixture, causing the other materials to hiss and activate. The small ball of spinal fluid dissolves, clouding the entire vial.

“Now, surround it with as much mana as you can, as quickly as you can. If it turns golden, it’s great. If it turns green, it’s even better. If it turns brown, it will be the best.”

I lift an eyebrow, having no idea what to expect from this, and I have a sinking feeling this crazy catboy doesn’t either.

“Come on,” he repeats, shoving the sealed vial into my hands.

Shaking my head, I hold my breath and stare at the vial gripped in my fist. My senses reach toward my mana, and for a split second, all my minds snap into one. In a heartbeat, the mana within me moves like a torrent through my body and veins. I cycle it, concentrate it, and then slam it into the space enclosed by my hand. No mana leaks out into the lab, and every bit of it is focused on that single point as I blast the vial with everything I’ve got.

“Good, that’s enough!” Barely a second later, the Doc excitedly grabs my hand, prying it open like an impatient child.

Once the vial is revealed, the original materials are gone. In their place is a slightly transparent, pulsing liquid.

It’s bright pink.

“What does that mean?” I ask.

“I have no idea!” the Doc shouts happily.

“It doesn’t even have a description.”

“I know!” His mood doesn’t dampen in the slightest, as he grabs an item from the shelf that looks far too much like a syringe, and after pulling all the liquid into it, he forces the syringe into my hand. “If you ever need a little boost, just give yourself a stab and inject the whole thing straight into your heart!”

Yeah, why the hell not.

 







 

An hour later, both Weslin and I are leaving the branch, both of us silent and drained of energy.

“You owe me. They wanted you to give a speech, make some decisions, and all that shit. I took care of it all myself,” he says.

I look up from the case containing the syringe, glancing at the half demon. “I promise to be nice, not swear, and avoid causing you any trouble.”

“Add one million shards.”

“The most I can do is a thousand.”

“Okay, transfer them to me.” He says unexpectedly right away.

That causes me to hesitate in surprise. Even though it is a pitifully small sum, I find myself annoyed and, for some reason, really not wanting to give them away.

Weslin just stands there, looking at me seriously while constantly pinging me with a transfer request for 1000 shards.

With narrowed eyes, I confirm the transfer. Weslin gives an unbothered smile. “Nice doing business with you.”

I know it isn’t much. I know it’s an incredibly low sum compared to everything he’s done for me. Yet… the rest of the way to the meeting point, I keep thinking of petty things I can do to Weslin for revenge.

We find the rest of the boys at the agreed upon spot near the edge of the outpost. They’re waiting for nightfall. Brich and Savant are caught in a quiet conversation, while Morwag sits with his eyes closed. His mana and primordial energy move in a way that seems like a mix between training and meditation.

There is a small group of attendees nearby, curiously looking their way, and I notice a few assistants of this outpost’s “King” keeping an eye on them. When Weslin and I join, the chatter speeds up, and more people move about. Paying closer attention, I notice others spying on us from the nearby buildings, likely members of guilds with branches here or some other nosy organizations.

“Is it really that rare for multiple S ranks to hang around together?” I ask as we sit down. A pulse of my mana sweeps out, erasing all mana based spying and sneaky tracking marks in the vicinity.

Savant is the one who answers. “All three of the Primordial Knights’ S ranks moving to the higher floors at once? Of course, people are going to panic. Your guild isn’t exactly known for being reasonable.”

Weslin counters, “As if Crimson Forge were any better. If it were me, I would think Crimson Forge hired us for something ugly. People still remember how things ended with the Ancient Armory.”

“That’s true,” I nod. “Even the Ruler of Diligence was pissed off back then, so it makes sense that people would be curious.”

There is a four second long silence.

Then, Brich slams his hand on the table, causing Morwag to open one eye in annoyance. The lumoran shouts, “I would think that too!”

“Me too!” a new voice adds. It tries to shout, but the speaker is clearly not used to it, so it just sounds like a regular sentence spoken a bit louder. Morwag opens both eyes this time, and we all turn toward the newcomer. None of us had noticed the person approaching until now.

Standing next to us is a ridiculously cute vyssari child wearing a tiny suit with perfectly styled hair. He stands as if someone glued a rod to his back for posture and bows to us when we turn to him.

“Sirs, it is nice to meet you all. My name is Zant, and I am one of the vessels of the Ruler of Diligence,” he says in a perfectly polite voice. He then turns to me. “Sir Nathaniel, it is truly wonderful to see you once more. I do hope I have remained within your memory.”

I blink a few times and nod quickly, remembering how I threw that rude velnar over the balcony for this child with a little help from Kindness.

“Of course I remember you!” I say.

“That is nice to hear.” He nods, and a tiny smile appears on his face.

I would throw a balcony off a balcony for this tiny guy.

“While I haven’t had the opportunity to meet the rest of you yet, I have heard a great deal about your accomplishments, and it is a pleasure to meet you. I realize that you are all exceptionally busy men, so I will get straight to the point. I hope you won’t take this poorly, but I have been sent here to keep an eye on you. I am to ensure you cause no harm that would affect a large number of fresh attendees or locals, as we are aware you are heading to the higher floors. Such situations are rare, but with so many S ranks together, this was judged a necessary precautionary measure.”

“And if we don’t want you to?” Morwag asks.

“In such a case, I am allowed to use any amount of force I consider necessary, Sir Morwag. I won’t interfere with your adventure in any other way unless it becomes necessary. I hope you don’t mind, it would be rather sad.”

“Of course we don’t mind!” I answer quickly. I pick up the tiny guy and set him on the bench next to me.

Before he realizes what’s happening, I’m shoving a drink into his hands, and finding that even a normal glass looks enormous in his grip.

He looks at me, confused, but then lifts it and takes a few long, loud gulps.

“That is alcohol, you know,” one of the unimportant boys says somewhere in the background.

The tiny vyssari drinks the glass and then lets out a burp that clearly surprised him. “I apologize,” he says immediately.

But he can’t say more because I take the empty glass, replace it with a cookie, and gesture for him to eat.

What a mess this has become.
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Chapter 816 - An ambush


                We leave the outpost with what almost seems like a crowd. I bet some of those assholes are betting on whether we’ll all die, if some of us will return, or if all of us make it back.

I can’t even be mad, it’s rare to see four S ranks head out into the night to enact what seems like a group suicide. After all, if your luck runs out, one could stumble upon monsters that pose a threat even to a Champion. The last time I crossed paths with a night creature, it was a monstrosity marked with four question marks, meaning level 450, if not much higher.

Of course, getting to level 450 doesn’t make you a Champion, and there is a big difference between, let us say, a level 480 person and a level 480 person who just became a Champion. After all, once you become a Champion, the second stage of your attribute upgrade unlocks. And damn, it has been a long time since I got my first stage.

For me, I decided to upgrade my Mana, more specifically my Mana Amplification. My stages are Vast Mana, Omnipresent Mana, and the last stage being Limitless Mana. I suspect the third one might be reserved just for the most powerful jerks, someone like Rulers and such. Even Lissandra, back on Eladore, didn’t have a third stage upgrade.

Or maybe she did back in the real world, and her nerfed tutorial version was stripped of it. The Rulers must have been terrified of her. But perhaps ‘scared’ is too weak a word, judging by the state they left her tutorial replicas in. All those lobotomies and memory erasures.

So anyway, my first stage doubles my mana, and I’m already excited for the second one.

I may be saying it in a roundabout way, but to shorten it, if we meet a true Champion with a second stage, we are likely fucked unless it turns out to be someone with a big weakness to one of our strengths. And damn, even then, it would be dangerous. If we meet someone with four question marks who’s not a Champion, we will likely be able to deal with them. But the power levels there vary a lot as well.

Another example: you can have a monster of level 500 that took 500 years to get to that level, being patient, cowardly, and without any ambition. Let’s give that monster some random name. Something like Sav. Then, our group would have such a granny of a monster for breakfast.

But what if we meet a monster that is 50 to 100 years old and already level 500? Let’s call it Monsthaniel. Some monstrosity that spent its teenage years angry, while constantly getting stronger and stronger, fighting for its life, and improving skills like the ancient corgi Archmages intended.

We would be their breakfast in that case.

There’s something to be said about the simplicity of a system where you would have your numerical power level, and the higher number always beats the lower number, with no environmental factors, skill, or items to be taken into consideration. But it would be a very boring system.

So for now, we are careful. As much as we might seem like brainless lunatics, we’ve set up an array of plans and countermeasures, and defined our roles in combat. We also mostly have an idea of each other’s capabilities, so we know what we can rely on.

And as much as some of us would like to beat the others down, I don’t think we need to worry about a traitor who would leave everyone else to die on purpose. It is surprising, but I don’t think even Savant would do that, nor do I think Brich would. As for Weslin and Morwag, I trust them wholeheartedly.

Zant is gone now, after delivering his message to us and after we exited the outpost. He just disappeared without any of us noticing how. I’m still sure he’s still around, but I’m also sure he’ll do exactly as he said. He will not interfere, not even if one of us were about to die. That’s more than acceptable to me, though I am growing more curious about the tiny guy by the day and what his status as Diligence’s vessel actually means.

As always, when I get excited in anticipation of a tough fight, my mind races and all these thoughts bounce inside, along with a great many more. Still, even now, I continue to keep my guard up, searching for danger and keeping myself ready to launch into a fight.

It is eerily quiet, and light akin to moonlight only serves to partially illuminate the rocky ground of the 3rd floor. There are no night animals, insect cries, or noise from the wind at all, so every step sounds that much louder, and every rock kicked under our feet almost seems to echo off the air itself. We walk slowly, as there’s no need for us to hurry, and it is better if we stay somewhat close to the outpost. We also don’t have any particular goal, we’re just wandering into the night looking for a fight.

Brich’s armor is completely silent now, and he doesn’t give off any sound, even though his armor clanged the whole day through.

So, he’d been leaving it that noisy on purpose all along. What a guy.

It’s then that I notice an interesting thing about Savant as well. The best I can describe it is that he’s been absorbing his own presence. I can’t sense any mana coming from him, and no heat or kinetic energy either.

Though I have experience with that, so if needed, I could probably track him by looking for the lack of these things. It is something that would be more difficult to notice right away if I didn’t already know about it. I begin to compare it to Tacita and come to the conclusion that even if he improves it, it’ll never be comparable to hers. Still, it represents yet another thing he’s stolen, as that similarity tells me it can only have been inspired by her.

Weslin walks quietly, and his heart beats slowly and calmly, though I can see currents of his mana, ready to explode and strengthen his body. Morwag, meanwhile, walks proudly and tall, his heart beating like a drum as his eyes seem to glow in the night and his muscles bulge under his clothes with each movement.

There are no enemies even after an hour, and that silence starts to grow unnerving. Every one of us is used to monsters screeching as they circle the safe zones late at night, but today it’s as if they’ve all decided to hold back.

“Fine gentlemen, how about we make our return?” It’s Brich who speaks first, “It may just be my damaged mind from all the uploads talking, but it feels like every monster just left to bring in a few more powerful ones to deal with us.”

We come to a stop. The air feels cold as I breathe in, but also fresh. If not for the current mood, it would be exactly the sort of night I enjoy.

“I mean, we could, but in between us and the city, there are currently like 100 monsters,” I say.

Morwag laughs, Weslin shakes his head, and Brich looks at me and then pulls out a folding telescope, which he expands to near comical length and looks towards the outpost.

“Wow, some of them are really ugly,” Brich breathes out. “Were you planning to tell us?”

I shrug, “Would it have changed anything? They’re not all that strong, and we came out here to get ourselves into some fights. And I only noticed them a few seconds ago anyway.”

“They’re not moving any closer,” he notes.

“It is obvious that they are waiting for their leader,” Morwag says, slapping his palms together, creating a small shockwave that echoes into the night and blows a cloud of dust outward from our position.

The others seem to agree as Brich puts away his telescope and takes three sticks from his bag, which he then connects to one another and stabs the extended device into the ground. At the top of which, a small yellow light activates, and using some wires from his bag, he connects two small, fist sized boxes to the stick, causing mana to flow through the device and expand a sort of array based domain.

“Silverweave’s inscriptions, mana engines from Eldrin, and… I forgot what she called it, some kind of fancy staff from Isolde,” Brich explains to me when he notices my look.

“What is a mana engine?” I ask, curious, as I gently kick one of the boxes he seems to be referencing.

For a moment, Brich looks at me like I’m the weird one. “I have no idea! Every time I tried to take it apart, it exploded and made Eldrin angry because they’re apparently pretty difficult to make.” His voice lowers to a whisper. “Though I think the name is a bit too pretentious. It’s probably just some sort of mana battery that only shows a mana signature when it’s actively generating mana, rendering it undetectable until then, unlike mana batteries based on mana stones or similar materials.”

“Huh,” I squat next to it and probe it with my finger. “Would it not be easier to place a bit of shielding around a mana stone for the same effect and just open it as you need mana?”

“I asked the same thing, and his answer was: No, Brich, are you stupid or something? Are you actually this thick, or are you just putting on a show for me? Silverweave, come here, look at this. Is he even awake? Is there anything going on behind those eyes at all? Honestly, come here, there might be a serious problem with his uploads… ehm, anyway, he also gave me one of his looks, you know the kind.”

“I can imagine,” I agree.

The next moment, what looks like a bone spear flies high over our heads and embeds itself in the ground about half a mile away. Right after, an explosion follows, which reaches us in a fraction of a second as I deploy one of my defensive barriers to surround our group.

The mana engine begins to hum and shake, and the mana output increases drastically to the point I am surprised to see where it’s all coming from. The mana surges up through the staff, the yellow light glows brighter, and the array surrounding us strengthens, expanding beyond my barrier.

Multiple more bone projectiles follow, stabbing into the ground all throughout the area. Each explodes in an almost quiet sort of way that generates no heat or sound other than the rocks being thrown into the air and the shockwaves rumbling through the air in a way that seems to be disrupting mana to some degree.

One of the lances pierces through Brich’s array and my barrier, stabbing into the ground next to Savant. For a moment, an orange light surrounds his figure as he grabs the lance, and in the next, it disappears. That orange light surrounding him expands further behind his figure like a steam engine releasing built up pressure before being pulled back. His eyes scan the area, and from his hand, he draws the Sword of Aeons and rushes out, using a combination of kinetic energy and mana based reinforcement.

I pull the barrier surrounding us back to me, reforming it and concentrating it into a projectile. More of my mana seeps out, and the skill activates, converting it into an [Empyrean Lance], which shoots off into the night in the direction of the incoming bone projectiles.

Unlike the others, Weslin is more of a team player, and he rushes towards the group of 100 monsters already rushing to attack us from the direction of the outpost.

Brich pokes the staff, which grows further in size, and the output of the mana engines increases even further while the array changes into something that feels, in some weird way, vile, before leaving to join Weslin.

Meanwhile, I follow Morwag, rushing through a rain of bone projectiles. Some of them crash against his body, exploding and throwing him all over the place, but they lack the piercing power to kill the demon binding himself together as his lips begin to slowly lift upwards.

            


Chapter 817 - Boys vs a weird spider


                Something streaks past me and slams into the ground, where it bounces and flies further. An orange light flickers around the object, which I realize is Savant.

Even before I turn my head, I react to the presence closing in. I condense a massive surge of mana in front of me, making a barrier as thick as a wall, against which a fist impacts with a gong like thud.

The barrier shatters, and I absorb the kinetic energy behind the incoming fist, slowing it down, then Morwag uses his energy to bind it to the ground, causing an explosion that I use to move myself away.

The monster towers over me and Morwag, standing on spider like legs that stab themselves into the ground like knives. Its body is similar in size to that of a six armed velnar man, but the proportions are twisted, leaving some arms bigger than the others. Instead of a face, there’s just a cluster of eyes, black and empty. And the monster has no mouth at all.

[Skreth - lvl ????]

It stabs one of its hands into its chest, pulling out a rib which grows and elongates into a bone projectile, which it then throws. I duck under the newly formed projectile, but it explodes behind me, and the resulting shrapnel rains onto the ground just as I teleport away to watch Skreth reach into the air, pull at the lines I’ve woven across the battlefield, and tear them apart with its bare hands.

In the next moment, Morwag crashes against it, and stone chains formed of Morwag’s low pristine weapon fly into the air. All six of the monster’s arms move, some focus on fighting Morwag, while others pull at the lines I’ve set or the arrays I’m trying to deploy. Another one of them continues to throw bone projectiles, which have continued to grow in strength. The monster moves surprisingly quickly on its eight legs, often lunging forward to stab at Morwag.

Seeing that I won’t be able to rely on my usual tactics, I surround myself with Regalia and manifest a long spear in my hand. I make the armor stronger by using [Weave] as I continue weaving the structure I’ve manifested from my mind into existence.

Wraith Dance brings me closer, but at the same time, the Skreth throws Morwag away. Through some sense, it seems to be predicting the kinetic vibrations of my movement and turning to face the space in which I appear.

My attempt at teleporting away is torn apart by two of its hands, and two of the others form a bone spear and scimitar to attack me.

The spear in my hands breaks into a pair of short swords, which I cross in front of myself with my mana roaring through my body to strengthen it.

I block the spear, but the bone scimitar cuts across my chest at incredible speed. I avoid the knife-like legs’ attempts to stab through me and pull the blood from the wound into my hand. The next moment, I send thermal energy to the wound, burning my flesh and scorching away the necrotic poison attacking my body and causing the wound to rot. An [Empyrean Lance] grows from my blood, forming in my hand, and burning my flesh in the process.

Morwag crashes into the monster again, and all six of the monster´s arms snap and pull toward its body as if tied to it by a rope, and I use the opportunity to stab at it.

I almost lose my balance as my attack passes through empty air, and my eyes sweep the area, searching for the monster, which I find standing high in the air. It breaks through the binding and releases its arms to spread them open. All of its eyes continue to blink, none of them in sync, and glimmering inside them, a red light begins to rise.

A huge amount of mana gathers around the monster, and it snuffs out some of the weaker attacks I launch its way. It slightly redirects the ones I have time to weave stronger, which pierce through the body but stop once they encounter bone and refuse to penetrate further. Any flesh pierced quickly heals, as do the burns from the explosions.

Morwag’s stone spines reach toward it to press the attack, but it is already ready, preparing an attack as I lean to the point I am almost falling, then burst forth in a burst of speed. Around me and all across the battlefield, more bone projectiles start to land. Each one growing in size as they embed themselves in the ground, and from it, many more bone spikes extend, creating a structure resembling a labyrinth of thorny webs that I find myself forced to move between.

I stop, and another bone projectile the size of a telephone pole lands right in the middle of my path. I absorb all the kinetic energy from the impact, along with the momentum of the spikes now beginning to grow, halting them in place. A blast of raw mana pours out around me in an omnidirectional blast, evaporating everything nearby and pushing everything else aside, including the bone spikes.

More blood drips from my hand, expanding into a spear surrounded by mana with a gold and white core, which I launch and boost at the Skreth. Behind the monster, a set of enormous wings made of bone appears, and then a wave reaches forward towards the lance, which breaks through the bone and continues on, even managing to pierce the monster’s chest and leave a huge hole in its wake.

That hole closes up as bone plates grow around it, and for a short moment, the monster wavers, seemingly ready to collapse. Savant exploits the opportunity, appearing in the air behind the monster. In one hand, he holds the Sword of Aeons, and from his back, from one of his shoulder blades, a wing covered in white feathers has emerged, reminiscent of an angel’s. Like the last light of a dying day, an orange light now surrounds his figure.

Still, the monster reacts even then, moving its arms to block the attack and releasing mana to blast him away. I open my eyes wide, staring at that mana and taking in all of the information, holding the glasses in my hand. The mana unwinds, breaks, and weakens under my gaze, creating an opportunity, as the Sword of Aeons cuts diagonally through the monster, biting deep into its trunk. The orange light intensifies, seeping into the blade and creating a wave of mana radiation that sizzles the monster, burning away half of its eyes.

A terrible screech fills the area, and all the thorny bone webs, covering several miles of space, begins to shake and grow rapidly, forcing me to avoid and break the ones now reaching toward me. Most of the bone spikes stab toward the sky, growing like massive spears in a race to reach Savant.

Much more mana seeps from the monster, and Savant tries to pull his sword back, but he finds himself unable to do so as it gets caught in the bone growing over it and reaching toward him. His wing swings inward, and he moves away without his weapon.

With a thunderous crack, another of my lances pierces through the monster, which jolts and turns toward me, forcing more of the bone spikes to target me as they create a dense web I can barely move through. When the monster turns back to Savant, he’s gone, absorbing his presence once again.

The Skreth screeches again, its bone wings spreading wide as the labyrinth of thorny spikes expands outward, now blanketing an area the size of a city housing half a million people, and still growing.

I use Wraith Dance combined with Pulsar Stance to weave in between them, sometimes slowing to a walk and destroying the spikes with bursts of thermal energy that light up the night.

And all of a sudden, I can’t help but think, this is beginning to feel like fun.

My body feels warmed up, that familiar tension is creeping in. My skin is going cold, my hands are hovering on the edge of trembling. My senses have sharpened to their peak, taking in everything around me. Mana roars through me as I draw on it more and more, holding it just beneath my skin, ready to be thrown at the monster.

I am not alone, and no one seems to be in a hurry to end this fight. Everyone believes the monster to be an opponent we can fight or escape from, and the monster itself is gradually increasing its output.

More thermal energy floods out into an orb over my head, about the size of a baseball. It spins, and from it, a thin, laser like stream shoots forth, roaring like a starting jet engine and sweeping in all directions across 360 degrees. It cuts into the bones, leaving molten lines of severance along its path.

Forcing my way through the blockage, I teleport towards one of the marks I’ve placed over the course of the fight, and the place where I stood gets hit by a bus sized bone projectile.

Slowing to a walk once again, I look up at the Skreth, now surrounded by building sized bone projectiles, as long as two or three train cars strung together.

Another launches at me with high speed, and I teleport again, this time much further. From there, I fire off another lance with its launch, so boosted that it more than breaks the sound barrier and evaporates the bone spikes around me. It pierces through the belly of the monster and continues on, where it embeds itself somewhere in the ceiling, far off in the distance.

The wound across my chest still hasn’t fully healed, and a bit of my blood flows forth. All of it that is outside of my body, I gather and move, manipulating the extreme amount of mana within, bringing it to float beside me in the form of a small orb.

There is a blast of orange light that encompasses the area, and then the building sized bone projectile that was about to crash down on its center disappears. The next moment, it appears again and launches from that spot towards the Skreth instead. The next projectile breaks into a rain of powdered bone, and gradually, with a cracking and pulses of mana, all the other spikes do as well. Like a sandstorm made of tiny bone fragments, it swirls through an area the size of a large city, carving into the ground and gathering speed.

I see the flash of a white wing as Savant launches himself into the air, his [Dawn] facing the mana pressure and bone storm. Morwag is still nowhere to be seen, and so are Weslin and Brich.

Void surrounds Savant as his absorbed heart starts to beat, sending out waves of void energy around him. His orange light surrounds him tighter, almost creating an outline of his figure, as he crashes into the Skreth with the dense, city sized bone storm roaring around them.

I watch as he grabs the handle of the bone covered Sword of Aeons, still embedded in the monster, and pulls back with the bone, cracking as an enormous amount of mana is released from the sword as he yanks the blade free in a stream of sickly red blood. In a blink, he flies back and swings his weapon in a sweeping horizontal motion.

Like a scar, a clear, mile wide line separates the bone storm and cuts through it, carving a deep line into the Skreth as well, leaving it unrecognizable from before. The entirety of its body is covered in bone armor. The spider-like legs have grown much bigger, and its six arms are longer, each ending in a set of bone bladed claws. Savant’s attack only creates a deep crack across its chest but fails to pierce deeper.

My lance launches forth again, but with my thoughts accelerated, I watch as this time the monster catches up. It turns its head at such speed it feels like a swift movement even with my accelerated perception. Then, the monster disappears, teleporting away.

I follow its path and turn to face it just as the monster appears from one of the larger fragments of bone on the ground beside me. It’s now almost twice my height. A many limbed monstrosity encased entirely in bone armor. There’s not even a slit for the eyes anymore, just an uneven, twisted helmet with seemingly random protrusions across the surface.

Returning to the ground was a mistake.

I reach for the teleport. The Skreth fights me for it, savagely like an animal, but I grind through anyway.

Then, instead of allowing me to disappear, someone else appears between me and the monster. The huge clawed arms crash against Morwag’s chest and break as the demon lets me teleport him through the mark I’ve placed on him.

There is a smile on his face, and his heart beats rhythmically. Not a single wound appears on his body as he pushes his binding energy to the utmost. To increase his endurance, to hold his body, skin, and everything else together. At the same time, he overclocks his body, pouring every scrap of mana into a reckless body reinforcement technique that sends his output skyrocketing.

With the obsidian spine chain forgotten somewhere in the distance, with no more than the clothes on his back, without any items, and through the sheer power of his body, Morwag faces this monster. He grabs the clawed arm and yanks it downward, forcing the monster to bow to him, and smashes his head into the monster’s skull, causing a shockwave that forces me to stumble back.

            


Chapter 818 - Is that bad?


                I move further away, positioning myself at Savant’s side just in time to watch Skreth slam Morwag to the ground, only for the demon to climb up entirely unharmed and then be thrown by the monster into one of the smaller mountains nearby, causing its side to explode under the force of the impact.

The monster ignores us entirely, and the huge volume of bone dust swirling around it shoots forth in a street wide stream towards the mountain. It scours the peak, grinding it down. The particles travel at such high speeds that their heat upon impact starts melting through solid rock.

Morwag climbs out of that half-rock, half-lava mess, pushing himself forward even as the particles continue to batter and push against him.

He takes another step, then another. With a massive stomp, the mountain cracks beneath him, and the resulting shockwave scatters the particles, leaving them to hang in the air like falling snow before the Skreth seizes control. Its huge body slams against Morwag’s, who tanks the hit, grabs the monster, and slams it into the ground. He then throws it with such force that it crashes through a neighboring peak and flies into the distance, with Morwag following at high speed.

“Did he get stronger?” Savant asks next to me, done cleaning his sword, which gets absorbed into his body. His wing is gone now, but [Dawn] continues to gather around his right arm, which is now entirely orange.

“It would seem so, his output’s increased. From what Weslin was saying, he’s improved his body strengthening to something that would be straight up suicidal without his binding. New right arm?”

“How does his strenghtening compare to your sister? And yes, from the 9th floor.”

“It is stronger, and he can keep it up too, while Vic’s duplicate would likely explode after a single punch. Still, it would be a hell of a punch, so after seeing this, I’ll have to tell her she needs to try to talk to him. But let’s move closer.”

Both of us move swiftly after glancing once more in Weslin and Brich’s direction. Where before I sensed around 100 monsters, now there’s a swarm of over 300. Still, it doesn’t seem like I need to worry too much. The body strengthening Morwag is using was something he created with Weslin’s help, and he’s one of the best when it comes to such things. Meanwhile, Brich is… well, Brich.

The scale of the fight is immense now, leaving miles and miles of destroyed space and evaporated mountains. And no one here’s even a Champion. Still, as before, I keep most of my mind scouting the area, something I’ve kept up through the fight as well. Out of all of us, my senses reach the furthest, and with my combination of sensing mana, kinetic, and thermal energy, I’m the most reliable scout we have.

“Are you okay?” I ask, glancing at Savant once again. Something about his mana feels off, and when I look closer, there is a wound in his side through which rot seems to be spreading.

“Not everyone has potent enough thermal energy to burn it away,” he says without skipping a beat.

“Yeah, bullshit. I bet your[Dawn] could pull it off. Are you trying to absorb something weird again?”

“Maybe.”

I shake my head and land at the top of the destroyed mountain. I absorb the heat from the molten rocks around me and redistribute it into mana. The blood orb that’s been following me this whole time begins to elongate, and I use [Empyrean Lance], canceling it mid-activation and reusing that mana to build it around the blood, which strengthens it.

[Empyrean Lance - lvl 54 > Empyrean Lance - lvl 55]

[Weave - lvl 12 > Weave - lvl 13]

I will have to find what action level [Weave] the fastest, because it’s currently so low that it’s bringing shame to poor old me.

Looking down the broken mountain, I find myself looking over a small rocky valley where Morwag, still free of wounds, is facing the monster, which is now missing multiple arms and legs. It seems tired, with a deep cut across its chest from Savant’s attack, and my attacks can’t have helped things either. Still, even now, that storm of bone particles continues to grind down the area. Wherever they pass, they leave a mirror smooth surface. Patches of which now dot the field.

Morwag breaks another leg off of the Skreth and stabs it deep into the monster, pulling down and cutting. He then throws a punch, cracking the bone armor, and strikes the same spot again, burrowing his hand inside. His binding seems to have weakened, or the monster finds a way to counter it, and its next attack pierces into Morwag but doesn’t push the rest of the way through.

With a roar, the demon swings his hand and cuts the arm, impaling him free. He leaves it inside, not even bothering to pull it out, as he attacks again, pummeling the monster.

Each exchange is quick, even to my somewhat accelerated mind. If it were me from a year ago, I would be barely able to follow them. My kinetic senses also sense the vibrations coming off each attack and movement, along with the force behind them.

Savant moves to join the fight, but I put my hand in front of him. “Are you crazy? If you try to join now, Morwag will stop fighting the monster and attack you instead.”

He furrows his brow and looks at me, but still decides to listen and stop where he stands. “He’s running out of mana, and it’s about to get dangerous. And we fought together until now.”

“Sure, but now it’s turned into a one on one, and he’s locked into the fight. And what do you mean by dangerous? The monster isn’t even all that strong.”

“It is four question marks.”

“It’s not a Champion.”

“Four question marks mean over level 450, so of course it’s dangerous. This is such a bother, you know. We could have already killed it together.”

“It’s fine. We weakened it, and you got your rot or whatever it is, so let the poor demon have some fun.”

As before, I meet his gaze, and only then does he pull his [Dawn] back.

“I’ll go check on the others,” Savant says and moves away using kinetic energy.

I observe him for a while, judging his use of it to be no better than a speck of sand on Lioren’s boots.

Morwag, meanwhile, continues to have fun, with more and more wounds forming on his body, but with that, his mood continues to improve. The maniac sometimes even uses his horns to attack and even bites into the monster, which has finally begun to run out of steam alongside him.

Holding two of the legs he tore off, the demon continues stabbing the monster with them, with the particles encircling them finally grinding down his skin and revealing his muscles and even his bones in places, but he doesn’t stop until the Skreth finally dies.

[You have defeated Skreth - lvl 461]

[Lvl 412 > Lvl 413]

I watch the demon stand there before he slides down and sits on the ground with his back resting against the monster’s body. When I move closer, he looks up at me, and the aggression from his eyes is already gone, replaced by his usual state of control that uses that aggression as a tool and lets it rage only when it serves him.

Even now, he doesn’t bother to remove the severed limb embedded in his body, which has otherwise slowly begun to heal. It makes me wonder how he deals with that necrosis or rot or whatever it was, but it doesn’t seem to be causing him much trouble. Is it a trait? Is his body just that powerful? Or maybe he’s using his binding energy in some exotic way to get rid of it?

“Not enough,” he mutters.

“Pardon me?” I ask, standing there near him.

“Still not enough to beat you,” Morwag says, his eyes firmly locked onto me. “I’ve developed my body strengthening and use of my primordial energy further than ever before. Day after day, training after training, fight after fight. Yet no matter how much I replay it in my head and compare it to our fight, I do not see myself winning against you as I am now.”

“Is that bad?”

He stares at me for a second or two before he shakes his head. “No,” he says, “it is not.”

Even as wounded as he is, he pushes himself back up, finally pulling the impaling limbs free and throwing them aside. “You are an opponent I respect, along with the effort you put in to stand where you stand now. I am someone who understands what that requires.”

Passing by me, he leaves towards where Savant went, and I’m left behind, musing on it all over. Then I look down at my hand. I open it, observing it, and then close it into a fist.

Shaking these thoughts off, I move towards the body of the Skreth and start looting, and that looting turns into a hurried exercise as, like a gust of powerful wind, a distant presence watches over me. Looking up, I look in its direction, noticing what seems like a burning horizon a dozen miles in the distance, quickly realizing I’m watching the movement of mana. It’s blazing up to the ceiling of this floor.

I don’t have to be a genius to tell that we have no chance against whatever is coming, so I quickly grab a few more pieces and then a bit more, teleporting and using Wraith Dance. I reach our boys’ band sitting tiredly on the ground, surrounded by hundreds of corpses, with only Brich in an excited mood and the others quietly ignoring him.

“We have to get out of here.” Something about my voice grabs their attention right away, so there are no complaints, and we swiftly head straight for the outpost. We should be able to enter easily enough, as there were still two hundred open spots when we left.

The entire time, I keep glancing back, but the presence doesn’t seem to be in a hurry, and so we pick up speed.

Once the outpost appears in sight, we all come to a stop when Zant appears in front of us as if he stepped out of the air. “I am afraid I cannot allow you to enter the outpost,” he says simply.

Right away, I drop all the loot that I took from Skreth’s body.

“That is not it, Sir Gwyn. Unfortunately, each of you carries Necrotic Rot from the wounds you received. It would spread quickly and kill many attendees and locals. This outpost’s leader would almost certainly deny you entry or execute you on sight. So I’d say giving you this warning is me showing you some goodwill while bending the rules of my current position to do so.” He nods seriously, clearly satisfied with himself.

What a good boy.

I pick up the loot again and gesture at the others to follow as we change direction and move away from the outpost, slowly approaching the presence in the distance. Right away, I start checking my body for any sign of Necrotic Rot, the little guy has mentioned, and find none.

None at all.

I see nothing damaging my body or spreading through it, and I thought I had burned it out of all the wounds I’d suffered. I can tell Savant is doing the same, as his gaze is a bit hazy as he looks into himself.

Multiple times, I send a disrupting wave through my body, raise its temperature, and let thermal energy combust under my skin, and a few times I glance at Zant, who runs next to us on his tiny short legs that move very quickly, as he is easily able to keep up. Every time he understands what I want and shakes his head.

I bet Lily would be able to deal with it in a heartbeat, and the fact that Zant did not even mention an option of moving closer for some healer or the outpost’s king to remove it tells me it is not that easy at all.

Maybe I have been underestimating the guy we just killed too much. Still, even then, I do not think it’s something that’ll be impossible to deal with. Not even as that presence changes direction and heads towards us at that same slow speed, and not even as dozens more of weaker presences appear all around us and the night fills with screeching.

My excitement grows slightly, and I feel a smile climb on my lips at the situation. The ever present danger, things going from bad to worse, the night just starting, and we’ll have to survive all of it.

There is no doubt in my mind that it’s something I can deal with as I allow my Ignition Heart to beat wilder and gather more mana.

            


Chapter 819 - In a good mood


                Standing atop the mountain, I continue to rain down attack after attack. Tricolored orbs explode almost constantly, and in between blasts, I hurl lances to deal with any more dangerous or durable targets. Occasionally, when a bunch of weaker monsters gathers, I release a wave of flames that licks the mountainside, spreading downward and outward in every direction.

[You have defeated Vraal - lvl 411]

[You have defeated Skalt - lvl 404]

[You have defeated Vraal - lvl 401]

[You have defeated Skalt - lvl 402]

…

[Lvl 414 > Lvl 415]

We’ve been moving and fighting for hours against these waves of weaker monsters, with another Skreth appearing every once in a while. Brich and Savant are currently preoccupied with one of them while I focus my fire on the larger groups.

Vraals resemble scorpions, though they have far too many legs, many of which are growing directly from their backs. They occasionally launch ranged acid attacks from their tails, and it’s safe to assume they carry a weaker version of the Necrotic Rot used by the Skreths.

Skalts, on the other hand, are like spiders without any visible heads or eyes anywhere on their bodies. They navigate using a different set of senses, while each of their legs ends in a sharp blade. They are both fast and durable, as most of their bodies are covered in thick bone plates. Skalts also seem to share a hive mind and move in unison while each generates a weak domain, and they often combine these domains into a single, stronger version.

Meanwhile, that powerful monster looming in the distance continues its slow approach. It reminds me of the internet meme about the unstoppable snail that follows you forever in exchange for a ton of money, forcing you to constantly look over your shoulder because the moment it touches you, you die.

I focus more intently on my attacks. As I have done many times since acquiring the new skill, I try to weave mana and thermal energy together.

Unfortunately, just like many of my previous attempts, it ends in failure. I then try to weave mana with kinetic energy, or kinetic energy with thermal energy. All of these efforts fail, but the [Weave] skill levels up regardless.

[Weave - lvl 13 > Weave - lvl 14]

These experiments come at the cost of not having an array woven around us to strengthen my active skills. However, with my current reserves, I don’t feel as though I need the extra strength to face these weaker monsters as I maintain my wide-range bombardment.

Though calling them “weaker” is a bit of an exaggeration. A single one of them could probably cut through entire groups of average 3rd year Hell difficulty attendees.

Maybe we are, in the end, something of a strong group here. Sometimes it is easy to forget these differences. I’m well aware of how different I am compared to someone like Channeler, but as of late, I’ve begun to notice these differences as well when I compare myself to attendees I meet in Beyond.

I wonder if the others here with me feel the same.

Lastly, the Necrotic Rot is no joke. Even though we thought we had it under control, it’s begun to spread once again. Every one of us was wounded earlier, even if it was just a scratch, and that was enough. We purge the rot, only for it to reappear. As this cycle repeats, it’s slowly beginning to feel more dangerous.

I bet Lily would have dealt with it in minutes.

I notice a spot where the monsters have gathered and surge my mana to push back against the quasi domain pressuring us. I manifest a cube in which gold and white mana begins to bounce through the core. Pushing further, I place a marker onto a durable javelin and fire it into the center of the pack.

Once it lands there, a decently big portion of my mana drains as I teleport the cube to the mark. It explodes there, leaving a lingering field effect that partially disrupts mana and weakens the monsters’ domain.

[You have defeated Vraal - lvl 400]

[You have defeated Skalt - lvl 402]

[You have defeated Vraal - lvl 411]

…

Another current of thermal energy seeps from the exhaust node on my back. I twist the energy, making it move like a living snake throwing itself down a mountain, turning stone into rivers of lava and incinerating any monsters in its path.

A few enemies try to weaken the flow, but I predict and read the movement of their mana, shattering their efforts with my gaze mere moments before launching a rain of mana projectiles to finish them. After that, I switch my focus to the ranged attackers that have started bombarding me. Their mana based attacks break apart before they can reach me. Their bone projectiles are either erased by a blast of kinetic energy or golden flames.

Annoyed at the barrage aimed at me, I hunt them down and snipe them with lances, the projectiles easily punching straight through their defenses.

Weslin joins my side, breathless. “All good?” he asks.

“I could probably do this for days without getting tired. Do you want me to tell you how strange it feels to have half of my mind fighting while the other half rests, only to cycle them so I always feel fresh?”

“You can brag about your fucked up mental techniques later. By the way, stop talking about it like it’s normal. Most people would have shattered their minds attempting that kind of insanity, if they didn’t simply lose themselves.”

“But it is just a basic mental technique. How could something this small break someone’s mind?”

“That’s exactly your problem.”

“I see no problem here.”

“Rookie, you… you know what? Whatever. Fuck you.”

“No, fuck you, Weslin. How are you dealing with the rot?”

“I am fine, my void is proving to be great against it. Brich has been using some sort of bizarre items. Savant keeps absorbing the rot, and you had better hope he doesn’t release it on your planet. Meanwhile, Morwag is…”

I nod. “Morwag is…”

Neither of us completes the sentence, we simply share a nod.

“So the plan-” He pauses as an explosion washes over us, and I raise a barrier to block a sickening blast of mana.

In the distance, where Savant and Brich are currently battling a Skreth, a massive bone pillar erupts, reaching high into the sky. From its surface, a mass of tentacles and bone spines grows, swaying and lashing out at the duo as they slam into the ground and the air.

By now, I can recognize Savant’s signature more clearly. I watch the starting sequence as he begins his [Dawn]. Observing the fluctuations, I can tell he is pouring a massive amount of mana into this one. Immediately after, I see the structure connecting the technique to the Sword of Aeons as he draws that power directly from the blade.

The domain spreads over an area large enough to encompass the entire pillar. Cracks begin to form on the surface of the bone, and Savant executes his new favorite move: a horizontal slash that cuts through the structure cleanly, causing the pillar to tilt and begin its collapse.

Strengthening my sight, I watch him leap into the air, swinging his single wing. The orange energy of his full domain is pulled inward to surround the sword as he lifts it to face the Skreth.

I turn back to Weslin as I begin to snipe the monsters attacking us at a distance. “The plan holds. We will endure the night and deal with the Necrotic Rot during the day.”

 







 

That fight ends with Brich throwing a hexagonal glass item that cracks upon impact. He strongly warned us about it before using it, so we clear the area.

It’s one of Eldrin’s creations, a truly monstrous thing, and this is just a test Brich will be reporting on later.

Once the item breaks, a powerful pull sucks in everything within a half mile radius. The Skalts’ combined domains don’t help in the least, as they’re dragged into a meat grinder formed of the surrounding debris. At the impact point, everything collapses into a dense pile of crushed rock and mangled limbs, leaving a hollowed-out crater below.

Brich throws another vial against the resulting pile, this one filled with liquid that ignites the moment the glass shatters and releases gouts of red flame.

That red flame seems almost impossible to snuff out. It roars over the mountain of creatures, setting fire to any monster attempting to claw its way out.

We stand near Brich as he takes notes in one of the many mana stones he carries. But we don’t stay too long, still aware of the powerful monster in the distance. Leaving the carnage behind, we move again as that presence continues to draw itself closer. I try to look in that direction, but I can’t see any more than I could before. It’s as if there’s something deliberately blocking my sight, even my strengthened eyes only pick up what appears to be mana moving as if it were burning.

Another group climbs from holes in the ground in an effort to intercept us. To avoid slowing down, I go almost all out right from the start. Cubes filled with broken pieces of my [Empyrean Lance] fly into the earth and explode, tossing soil into the air and triggering massive cave-ins. I follow the attack with a barrage of thousands of projectiles piercing the area, many of them infused with thermal or kinetic energy.

To finish the job even quicker, I release a series of raw mana blasts in their direction, an attack I still lovingly call Fuck Everything In That Direction Specifically.

When I notice how quickly I can convert thermal energy from my heart into mana, I stop bothering with weaker attacks and start constantly releasing these blasts. With my minds fully combined and no room for them to rest, I gather and channel my mana at high speeds, releasing another blast every second.

The notifications ring out, and the destruction I witness starts to grow somewhat addicting, so I pick up the pace. I partially lift the last seal on the Ignition Heart to draw more mana, focusing entirely on redistributing and channeling the flow.

[Redistribution - lvl 78 > Redistribution - lvl 79]

Quickly, these explosions grow larger, digging deeper and erasing more of the surrounding landscape. I don’t have to worry about collateral damage, every signature I sense in that direction belongs to a monster.

There’s a mountain right next to us, and I narrow the blast, concentrating it further. I almost laugh as I hurl it against the peak next to us, where it drills a circular, building sized hole straight through the stone.

A single monster climbs from the ground half a mile away, and in an overwhelming overexpenditure of mana, I launch a blast at it. I am certain that amount of mana would sustain a weaker Hell difficulty attendee for an hour or two of fighting, yet I throw it all at a mere trash mob. The attack is narrowed and concentrated, though it weakens as it stretches over the distance, becoming less reliable with the increasing range. Yet it still connects, crashing against the creature and sending it rolling across the ground, even if it doesn’t kill it.

I leave the monster be, redirecting my attention to the rest, and slam seven more blasts into the same spot on the ground. I dig deeper and deeper until I reach and kill the last few monsters hiding there.

Once that’s done, a wind picks up and blows away the dust, revealing a scarred landscape of broken mountains and deep craters. And I know I can channel even more.

Finding myself in a good mood, I open the system shop.

 



Do you really want to sell the following item for 50,000 shards?

Mana Kinetic Conversion Reservoir (Unique Epic)

Yes/No

 



With that, the unique epic passive finally disappears from my status. It’s been there for so long that its absence feels strange, but at this point, it would just be silly to keep it. I believe I have gained everything I could have ever wanted from it.

Then I immediately purchase the replacement I’ve been eyeing for a while.

 



Do you want to buy the following Passive skill for 32,465 shards?

Passive Skill: Adaptive Defense (Upper Epic) - The user’s defensive capabilities automatically adjust to counter the nature of incoming attacks, providing optimal resistance whether the threat is physical, magical, or elemental.

Yes/No

 



Still in a good mood, I turn to look at Weslin. “Do you think we should make the Necrotic Rot stronger within us and use it against whatever’s waiting in the middle of the first floor?”

            


Chapter 820 - Running away


                “Please, stop. You have a problem. Just kill things normally. This is why the Ruler of Diligence sent-”

I continue to listen and nod once in a while, but use Redacthaniel to ignore most of what Weslin is so rudely saying. I think there’s at least a degree of logic to my idea. There is the question of what sort of enemy waits at the center of the 1st Beyond floor, and whether or not something like Necrotic Rot would even work against it, but from the tidbits of information I’ve been getting from our guild’s information gathering unit, I think it is worth the risk. Plus, I can probably get a bit more info out of Zant.

Then there’s my new passive. I saw it so long ago I don’t even remember when, but it’s been on my mind ever since, especially as I didn’t see a higher tier version of that passive in my system shop. Not Arcane, not even in Low Pristine.

The question is if the system is just showing me things it thinks I could use to strengthen my current build, or if it is being an asshole and actively trying to hide things from me. After all, we can’t have that.

There was that creepy healer back on the 4th tutorial floor, from a guild called Ruminous Border. I still vividly remember him having some sort of adaptation skill or trait. The longer I attacked him, the less effective my attacks became.

So my thought process is simple. I want that. I want a stronger version of that passive to help my body to adapt to whatever fuckery I am currently subjecting it to. I want to adapt to more mana and primordial energies. I want to adapt, even to my own attacks. It would work very well with some other skills, too. And lastly, I want an active skill with a similar effect. That means I’ll have to keep that passive for now.

Another important question is whether I sell my healing passive, it’s been lagging behind, and I could buy a low pristine version of it, or if I keep that token and wait for a possible low pristine version of what I just bought. Or maybe I should just replace it and save up enough shards to buy another low pristine passive sometime in the future.

Currently, I feel like I’m really strong, with likely only Nyssa being stronger among all the attendees in Beyond. Maybe Lyraen? I want to test myself against him. Oh, and Vic too. I bet my sister could kick my ass. Possibly Tacita, I am sure that little devil has improved.

I turn to the side to watch Savant fighting and wonder how our duel would go, and I keep having difficulty imagining it. I’m confident I would win, but I just keep coming to the conclusion that he would still pull some kind of fuckery, he’s been preparing to fight me since our first duel in the first tournament. Though perhaps he wouldn’t even really fight in the first place and throw his hands up in surrender.

Savant is the type of guy who would keep cultivating for millennia, return to fight me when I am on my deathbed, and challenge me to a duel then. He would probably still lose, but it just sounds like something he would do.

Other than that… well, no one from Group 4. I know their fighting styles way too well, and while sure, they know mine too, and they could likely cause a bit of trouble, as beautifully twisted and abnormal as they are, but I’m still confident I would win.

Then only Morwag remains.

I turn towards the demon running in front of me. Like an animal sensing a gaze, he instantly twists his head towards me for a short moment before turning it back.

Now that I have my ichor and my body has become more difficult to heal, he has a higher chance of defeating me than ever. He would just need to bind us together and wound himself a lot, at which point his body would heal faster than mine.

If that binding was a mana based thing, he’d have no chance of pulling it off after I’d observed it for the first time, and he would be easily dealt with. I know I can make that binding carry over to my vessel, but I also know Morwag isn’t the type to fall for the same trick twice. Plus, the problem is that it’s based on primordial energy, so it’s trickier to deal with.

Still, I could fly out of his range, bombard him, or press him with all out attacks from the start. There is also a chance my Empyrean Ichor helps me resist his binding, even if it is based on primordial energy.

The fun thing is, I could fight him like a cowardly little bitch from high in the sky to defeat him that way, and he would only grumble but easily accept it as my win. That’s how he perceives it, and that’s why he doesn’t mind using weapons if needed. In his view, victory and control are what’s most important.

And there’s also the fact that since I got the trait, it’s continued to strengthen my body, and I’ve got other traits with which it syncs really well. That’s also why I’ll probably use my second stage trait strengthening token on my ichor when I return to the lower Beyond floors, as I still need to stop by so that catboy can make his observations.

I’m curious about what that crazy lynthari did and what injecting myself with his suspicious substances would cause. Did he use some sort of alchemy to make it? Is there such a thing? Didn’t Elian say one of his disciples was working on a mana potion? Are there health potions? I bet Lily could do it.

Out of nowhere, a thought appears in my mind, and I let it spread. I think to myself: I want to go fishing. Not for normal fish, but that expensive sort of fancy fish with humanoid arms. The last time I used a bit of black mana on a low quality lure, and I bet I could do better now. Possibly, I could even add in my blood. I really need to find Duncan.

I barely finish that thought as all of us stop as if frozen mid air. Even the slight wind that was blowing is gone, as are the monsters in the wider area around us.

Thought acceleration activates almost by itself as I do it reflexively and observe whatever’s halted us. I quickly find the field of mana responsible, it’s mimicking something along the lines of [Telekinesis], but I cannot locate the being responsible.

In the same moment Savant’s [Dawn] begins to spread, so does my [Eclipse]. My effect of draining all colors from the area clashing against his orange light. It takes only a moment before he pulls his back to let me do whatever I need to do.

This time, I’m not even disappointed about not getting to compare the skills against each other as I hurry to channel more mana into my domain and through the tiny veins in my eyes. I pick up on the structure quickly, but it takes a few more moments before I gather enough mana to break the effect. Considering the amount I can channel in mere seconds, it turns out to be a truly ridiculous amount.

When the effect of the skill holding us breaks within my domain, we all begin to run again. I pick up on the remaining efforts of Morwag, Weslin, and Brich attempting similar countermeasures to my own, but I was the fastest.

We run much faster than before, and everyone strengthens their natural barriers, letting their skills or, in Brich’s case, cubes float around them, ready to trigger and fight against the next freeze.

Looking back, I am finally able to track where that field came from and trace it to the unstoppable monster following us.

But why didn’t it attack us?

We pass by a larger group of monsters frozen in the same way we were, led by another Skreth. Before they free themselves or get released, Morwag charges faster, bulldozing through the body of the Skreth, which nearly entirely explodes on impact because it failed to prepare in time to face the demon.

I also throw multiple attacks around to get a few more kills, but I’m much more careful now. A good part of my mind keeps its guard up, ready to reach even for black mana as needed or, god forgive me, inject myself with that weird syringe. I can’t make sense of it. If the monster following us is a Champion, as I think it is, why are we still alive? We were frozen for a few seconds, we could have easily been annihilated in that time. There’s also something to be said for the fact that we didn’t even need to be frozen in order to be annihilated.

It sends a shiver down my back to think of what that could be, how easily it was done, and how much of my mana it took to counter it.

As we move, I notice that every time we even pass by an outpost in the distance, many more monsters appear, as if they don’t want to let us find shelter. And the attacks on us intensify. Moving on, we fight against numbers that make me wonder where so many level 400 monsters could be coming from. But it’s me who picks up the slack there as I throw more bombardments against them. With my Ignition Heart, I have the least trouble with mana. My mind and body have both been forged into a state where I can easily endure the constant channeling of so much mana and the creation of such a large number of attacks.

Then Skreths start appearing in twos and often cooperate against us. The range of their attacks expand, and they continue to use their bone projectiles, which can sometimes be the size of large buildings, and carry a lot of weight behind them.

In one of these fights, I watch one such projectile heading towards us at high speed like some sort of meteor while the other Skreth makes pillars behind us, creating a spiky bone forest to cut off our path. I watch as Savant slashes horizontally into that forest of bone and as a tiny speck of something akin to dust is released from the marble in Brich’s hands, causing the bone meteor to disappear.

My blood lance stabs through the head of a Skreth, and Weslin finishes the one he and Morwag had been fighting.

As we begin to move, everyone is a little more wounded and noticeably quieter. The wounds are starting to look grim, and the effect of the Necrotic Rot seems to be growing stronger, constantly returning stronger even as we try to remove it. It shows in the graying of our limbs, the cracking of skin, and the blood in those areas beginning to turn a dull black.

But as tough as these battles are, and as they become increasingly difficult, we push towards the end of the night.

With the fake sunrise coming closer, that presence finally increases its speed while all the other monsters clear the area.

Another [Empyrean Lance] forms in front of me, longer than I am tall and packing more power than ever before.

[Empyrean Lance - lvl 55 > Empyrean Lance - lvl 56]

As I watch that immense presence moving closer, I feel myself calming. Where previously I let excitement and rage seep into my fights, now I‘m entirely calm. This is true even as what feels like the whole horizon fills with mana, moving in a way that looks like flickering flames. Somewhere deep within that is a single blurred out figure I cannot see.

One of my eyes bursts like a crushed grape, even behind the glasses on my head. I keep the other eye wide open and take the glasses off.

More of my mana seeps into the lance, making it stronger, but the presence doesn’t seem to care at all. It moves closer and closer, now a mere two miles away, when my minds snap into one. I move all the mana I have been gathering and create a single black orb in front of me.

Then, I feed the [Empyrean Lance] to that orb. The entire lance disappears into that pitch-black sphere, no bigger than a marble, as if it were being sucked in by a vacuum.

For a moment, nothing happens, and the presence reaching us slows down. It fills the entire view in front of me, from side to side and from ground to ceiling. Then it stops entirely, as if the movements of its mana burning like a flame were halted in place.

My black orb grows to the size of a basketball, and dozens of spikes form out of it, each varying between the length of my body and my forearm. One of them stabs into me before I can even react, and with it, all my mana is gone. Taken in its entirety in that split second.

The orb pulses again, as if it is still digesting the lance and fighting against the mana that made it, before it shrinks back down again.

The next thing I feel is Weslin pulling me away. My manaless body feels so weird and so weak, but unlike Christoph, I do not feel disgust as I look down at my own flesh while being dragged away. My scars, my pale arm, my broken constructs; all of it is proof of my existence and my efforts. I don’t cling to it in the least, but at the same time, it is precious to me.

Once we are further away, the pull on my mana weakens, and I ramp up the efforts of my Ignition Heart to redistribute more thermal energy into mana. With my single eye, I watch the black orb floating there, spinning and, once in a while, expanding and forming those spikes as it fights with [Empyrean Lance]. That monster still in the distance feels like it’s leaning over the orb, watching it.

My mind reaches towards the orb as it tries to resist, causing me to smile and whisper, “You are mine, so listen.”

[Focus - lvl 79 > Focus - lvl 80]

[Mana Manipulation - lvl 80 > Mana Manipulation - lvl 81]

I wave my hand, and the orb shoots towards the monster. In the next moment, that powerful, immense, and unreachable presence shrinks and moves away quicker than it did at any point of this night.

It runs away.
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Chapter 821 - Our responsibility


                For a while, I watch the powerful presence disappear entirely from my sight, and with the first light of the starting day, I track the black orb as it falls somewhere far away. Once there, it begins to absorb the ambient mana and, to my remaining eye’s surprise, it stays fairly stable. It doesn’t pull too much, and it doesn’t show signs of breaking and releasing all it’s absorbed. It just sits there in the distance, sipping on all the mana in the area it can reach, and that reach then begins to grow, very slowly.

I might be too much of an optimist at hearts, but at this point, doesn’t that mean it could stick around for years? Is it the lance I fed it? Did the orb like it that much? Or was it something I did afterwards, led by my instinct and will? A combination of both?

In any case, this doesn’t look too good. I begin to worry it’ll explode one day, long after my tutorial ends. As one of the S ranks, I feel a bit responsible, so there is only one thing I can do.

“I can’t believe the Ruler of Diligence just did that.”

Multiple heads turn toward me, and the way Weslin drags me changes, becoming much less comfortable.

“I can’t believe the Ruler of Diligence got so angry again, not even a year after the Ancient Armory incident, when he destroyed that-” I don’t get to finish as Weslin drops me on my ass. 

With my still weakened body, I lie on my back, and my head catches the first light of the day from the brightening ceiling.

Still lying there and looking up, I say, “We’re almost all S ranks here. It is our responsibility to warn people of that dangerous zone with that mysterious evil orb as black as the First One’s carapace and heart. Coincidence? I don’t think so.”

Letting my words trail off, I let the others absorb what I said as we rest and lick our wounds.

 







 

Only an hour later, as likely the first group in who knows how long, we see the day break fully. The monsters have long since stopped appearing, and even that powerful, ghostly stalker that had been tracking us all night seems to vanish entirely, not even giving a hint of returning.

A part of me wonders what it is about the day that makes the monsters hate it so much, to the point they never appear before dusk. The silence now feels unreal after so many hours of chaos. No enemy presences surrounding us, and no heightened senses waiting for another freeze mid fight just to find ourselves threatened with being torn apart by a Skreth.

“LET ME GO, YOU MOTHERFUCKER! YOU UNCULTURED BUFFOON. MY BELOVED MASTER WILL-” Calvorn begins to scream as Brich lays the sword on the ground. The blade somehow slides out of its sealing sheath.

The lumoran, clad in half destroyed armor with nearly half of his consumable items used up, lets the sword scream for a moment before tiredly shoving it back into place and applying another seal. Morwag remains standing near Brich, staring in the direction where that powerful presence disappeared, while Savant also remains on his feet. Weslin just sits next to me. For a bit longer, we simply sit there and rest.

Looking at my graying hand, marked by the Necrotic Rot, I finally speak. “I have a plan.”

I hear Weslin groan, having heard about my plan earlier, Savant looks away, and Morwag doesn’t react. Meanwhile, Brich excitedly sits up and crosses his legs, listening patiently.

Slowly, I lift my grayed hand. “How about we let this thing spread? We make it stronger and…” I pause. “Then throw it at whatever fucker is waiting at the center of the 1st floor.”

“Absolutely not!” The new voice belongs to Zant, who once again appears out of nowhere beside us.

I force my best gentle smile onto my face and gesture for him to come closer. The tiny vyssari looks at me suspiciously but approaches and sits down nearby. I fish a broken bar of milk chocolate out of my bag and, after unwrapping it, hand it to him.

The bar is a normal size, but the broken pieces seem massive in his hands as he starts nibbling on it.

“So, I have a theory that the rot spreads very quickly, but isn’t that difficult to remove, at least not for us here. The only problem is that I remove it from myself, and in the next instant, I get it back from that asshole Savant,” I begin to explain.

As I talk, I pull Zant closer and pet his tiny head. He almost doesn’t notice as he bites into the chocolate, which he seems to like very much.

“It’s possible that we could get rid of it if we removed it all at once in a very short window,” I say.

Brich lifts his hand, “I have a question.”

“Go on,” I gesture.

“How does it spread from that asshole Savant to you, when before we needed to be wounded with the bones those monsters here seem to like?”

“That is a good question,” I nod. “I think once you’re already infected, it becomes possible for you to be infected wirelessly. It’s possible that it waits dormant inside of you to be reactivated. I don’t know for sure, I’m not a healer.”

Brich lifts his hand again.

“Go on.”

“Why can’t we be let into the outpost then, if it only spreads through being wounded by these monsters before it can be transmitted wirelessly?”

“That’s a very good question.”

“Is it?”

“Yup.”

“So what is the answer?”

“I have no idea.”

I can almost hear Savant groan as he stops standing and plops down on the ground. “It spreads from the monsters’ attacks initially, but once it’s taken root in any other race, they can spread it through the air as they become carriers.”

“Isn’t that a bit too dangerous though?” I ask.

“It would’ve already killed most people below level 300. We have the advantage that we’re the only five people here, so we can all remove it at the same time and get rid of it if your theory is correct. Imagine if it spread to a bigger group. Someone there would surely find themselves unable to remove it and continue to reactivate it in the others. It is possible that even if we remove it, something dormant will stay behind waiting to be reanimated for days if not longer.”

“I bet Lily could deal with it.”

“I think if she’d wanted to, your healer could’ve created something even worse than Necrotic Rot by now.”

“I guess,” I nod. “So cool. So, what have you picked up on?”

Instead of answering right away, Savant takes something out of his bag and begins to eat as well. Some sort of cookie or something wrapped in a leaf. For a moment, I can smell the scent of oranges and butter.

He notices my look but doesn’t even offer to share as he talks. “I was observing how it spreads and letting it progress a bit further. If you want, I can give you the exact formula for how much it strengthens, after how long, and to what point my body’s stats and passives influence it. You would need to adapt it to yourself and-” he pauses, seeing my expression. “Never mind. What I’ve managed to learn is that, constantly and immediately after it appears, erasing it slows its spread. If you let it grow further, even if you erase it, the next time it appears, it becomes more powerful at the start and spreads faster.”

I pet Zant on his tiny head, turning it so he can see the cookie Savant is eating. The little vyssari stops eating the chocolate and looks at the cowardly guy, who stares back intently for a moment before handing a whole cookie wrapped in its giant leaf to Zant.

“I baked it, by the way,” he says. “So it might not be very good.”

“Thank you, Sir Savant!” Zant takes a few swift steps and grabs it. Then, once he returns to me, I watch him break the cookie in half and offer one half to me with a serious expression.

My sour mood over him not thanking me for the chocolate, as he did to Savant, is immediately gone. I take the cookie and start eating while turning back to Savant.

“So, what do you think?” I ask while silently cursing him. Not good? The cookie is delicious.

He nods. “I have a few ideas that could help.”

Nodding just once, my eyes move back to Zant, who’s continuing to eat while we talk. I ask, “But you won’t let us, right?”

He doesn’t even answer right away, but instead slowly finishes his cookie. I notice that not a single crumb of it landed on his suit. Then, only once he’s done, he fixes up that already perfect suit and nods. “It’s too dangerous.”

“How come? There is no way we’re the first people ever to get Necrotic Rot. I bet there’ve been cases of people coming to outposts with it, or moving between floors,” I say.

Weslin and Savant both listen curiously while Morwag seems to be doing his meditation on the side.

Zant looks at each of us before answering, “All the big outpost leaders have items that warn them when someone who’s infected with Necrotic Rot is approaching and are able to deal with them in most cases. Sometimes, smaller outposts fall to it, causing the surrounding outposts to create their own units to deal with it. Before, I was worried about what would happen if the Black Tower leader attacked you, and what would happen if you fought against him. There was no need for that, so I interfered. After all, I am empowered to make these kinds of decisions.”

Unable to help myself, I ask, “What does it mean to be Diligence’s vessel?”

The tiny guy doesn’t even seem to be surprised by the change of subject. “It means he and I are connected, and if he wills it, he can manifest his power through my body, as much as I can endure. Or, if it should be required, I can give up my life to allow him to manifest here in his full power.”

“That sounds like a bad deal for you.”

“Is it? I am a Vessel for one of the most revered Rulers. Even if I’m different from the others, I am a member of the Colony, and as our leader’s vessel, I am able to call upon him. I can ask for assistance, power, or advice. Many people would wish for that.”

“Does he watch through your eyes?”

“He can, but he never does that without my knowledge. Also, one of our rules is to tell the others when he is.”

“Well, in that way, you’re already doing better than the twins and Min-Jae,” I mutter. “Well, anyway. So, how about we set some rules about our use of Necrotic Rot and make a deal? You can’t take it away from us and can’t stop us either, until it seems like it might hurt a large number of people, right?”

Zant furrows his brows. “That is correct, Sir Gwyn.”

“Good.” I stand up and call upon Morwag. “Hey, we’re gonna need your arm.”

            


Chapter 822 - A gun


                Gathered around my trademarked thermal cube, we look down at Morwag’s severed arm. I pushed for it to be the left one.

Tradition required it.

Now that it’s been severed, that arm has turned gray with black veins, with Necrotic Rot spreading without the demon holding it back. Though with how powerful his body is, and how changed it is by his use of primordial energy and his stats, it spreads slower than it would in any of us.

“I will buy the blueprints of this cube from you.” Brich doesn’t seem to be interested in the arm at all and instead keeps poking at my cube.

“What blueprints?”

“The plans on how to make it, it is such a fascinating thing. The constantly shifting heat reminds me of a real fireplace, as do the cracking sounds and the sparks it releases every so often. The smoke it generates and the push of kinetic energy blowing the smoke into my face is also very realistic.”

“A true camping experience requires you to constantly be moving to avoid the smoke, with that smoke and wind seemingly tracking you as you move all around.”

“Why does the cube have a function allowing it to recognize mana signatures and, based on that, target the smoke at Savant for the past thirty minutes?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

Brich nods. “I’m a handsome and honorable man, a man of my word. I promise to steal an item from the treasury of Crimson Forge an hour before my tutorial ends and hand it to you. I could potentially get my hands on anything between the grades of rare to low pristine, possibly mid pristine if they have it, but no promises. In exchange, I want the blueprints for your cube! It’s a fascinating thing. The effort it must have taken to make thermal energy behave that way, the channels for kinetic energy to mimic the sounds and the wind, the structure itself. It’s a masterpiece!”

“I’m not interested in loot boxes and uncertain rewards. And even if I wanted to, I don’t think I can create such a blueprint. I’ve got most of it stored in my head, and in such a way that it wouldn’t make much sense to you.”

“Such a shame,” Brich sighs. “Well, I will try to raid the treasury anyway, though they likely expect it.”

Someone coughs from the side. “The arm.”

I turn toward that voice and watch Savant, whose face is full of the transparent gray black smoke the cube releases. His eyes are even a bit watery, but he stubbornly, or perhaps patiently, refuses to move from his place. Well, not after he did so five times before. Though he keeps trying to put up barriers against the smoke or make modifications to my cube, while I do my best to stop it. It feels almost playful.

“Yes, the arm.” I nod and put my hand on Zant’s shoulder, as he now sits on my lap, and ask, “So, how about we make a deal about the Necrotic Rot and the arm?”

“I’m listening, Sir Gwyn.”

“We will go on with our plan and store the arm and all the Necrotic Rot, so it has no chance to spread to anyone else, then carry it to the 1st floor. Even once we’re there, we’ll contain the fight to the middle of the floor so it doesn’t spread. If we fail, I will ask my Handler to interfere and clear things out, and the Ruler of Diligence can punish me in any such case as he sees fit.”

“Even if such punishment is death, Sir Gwyn?” Zant asks calmly and looks up at me with his big eyes.

“Even then.”

“And how confident are you that your handler will be able to interfere and will be willing to?”

“Something tells me she would like the deal I’m offering you. How about you call on Diligence, and we confirm things with him if you feel uncomfortable making such a deal?”

It might be just me, but it seems like a wave of relief shoots across the face of the tiny vyssari, so I caress his hair.

Brich laughs out loud. “Haha! As if The Ruler of Diligence would come down here over something like that!” Continuing to laugh, he looks around, and that laugh weakens as he sees Weslin’s solemn face.

“There is no way THE Ruler of Diligence will come here, right?” Brich repeats.

Weslin and Morwag stay quiet.

Savant coughs.

Zant closes his eyes for a moment, and when he opens them again, he says simply, “He is coming.”

I ignore Brich and watch as the tiny vyssari’s expression changes. Where before it was controlled and calm, it now begins to shift to something more furrowed. Even his voice as he talks grows deeper and more commanding, reminiscent of the one I heard belonging to the huge black ant.

“Attendee Gwyn… you, again,” The Ruler of Diligence speaks through his vessel.

Unable to help myself, I reach down and caress Zant’s hair again, causing everyone, even Morwag, to freeze in what seems like shock.

“How much do you know?” I ask him.

The Ruler of Diligence doesn’t seem to be bothered, or at least he doesn’t show it. “Most of it, your offer is acceptable, and within the rules. There are requirements, though. In this specific case, the Necrotic Rot cannot get out of control and spread to any living being, be it monster, attendee, or local. It can be used at the center of the first floor as you have planned, but that requirement stays. It is possible you will find it more difficult to uphold than expected.”

“I’ve taken that into consideration.”

“I do not think you have. Very well. In the event that things go awry, Zant will interfere, and in the event they escalate, I expect your Handler, who I am sure is listening, to interfere as well. If it comes to that, I will be expecting a payment of my choosing. Perhaps an item from her personal Repository.”

“Won’t you ask her first, to find out if she even agrees?” I ask.

In a way very unlike Zant, he almost snorts and looks at me, making me realize he hasn’t blinked even once. “I know her well enough to know what she would have done in this situation.”

“Good. Nothing like taking my life if I fail?”

“There is no need to be quite so barbaric, though I am sure there are rules I can use to deliver a punishment. Something like blocking you from taking S rank quests or reducing the effectiveness of your Beyond stay tokens by 90%, or other, similar ancient rules we could apply.”

“How cruel.”

“Is that all, Attendee Gwyn?”

“It is, thank you.”

“I will be leaving then, but I have to warn you. Do not abuse Zant. He is powerful, but still young and inexperienced. Missions like this allow him to gather some experience.”

“As if I would do that to him, and you know me better. That’s probably why you sent him to me instead of someone else.”

For a moment, he looks at me, and then he laughs, a broken sound, reminiscent of clacking mandibles.

Without warning, that choking presence disappears. Zant’s eyes clear out, and the tiny guy shakes his head, checking his clothes before looking up at me. “Are you satisfied with the deal, Sir Gwyn?”

“Yup,” I say, picking him up and setting him back down on the ground while handing him another chocolate. 

In a better mood, I look at Brich, who has a helmet over his face with a light flashing on the side as if he’s currently recording something.

I blink a few times. “What the hell?”

Brich sighs. “What the hell indeed. The interference has not allowed for a recording, unfortunately. Do you realize Eldrin, Isolde, and Silverweave would eat you alive if they knew you’d gotten to talk to the Ruler of Diligence?”

“I mean, they probably would. At least Isolde seems to admire the guy, well, the ant.”

Brich laughs. “Someone capable of creating an artificial sun, an owner of the World Forge, and impressively, one of the very few beings to ever be able to make Spatial Caches.”

“Is that new info?”

“Some of it. Isolde started looking for more as of late.”

“Should you be telling me this for free?”

“Clearly not.” Brich nods seriously and, seemingly even more excited, he plops down and weaves his fingers with the fingers of Morwag’s severed arm, laughing. “Look, Morwag, we’re holding hands! I would never-”

His words stop coming when he sees the demon smile at him. That demon’s smile is so gentle and honest looking, which causes the lumoran to put the arm back down and tap it a few times. “How about we start?”

 







 

POV Lily Chen

When I look around the street in Megacity, I can only sigh. Among the people passing by, I’ve already noticed a few familiar faces. There are recruiters from the guilds who must’ve already been informed of my return to Beyond.

There are also some who seem like they want to buy healing marks from me. As for how they were able to learn that I can make them, I don’t know. Maybe they deduced it from spying on Nat?

I’m currently alone, even if I should know better. At least when I am here with Sophie or Tess, people don’t follow me so much, but I just wanted to be alone for a bit. I realize how greedy that might seem while the others are dealing with so many things.

I could probably change my looks to avoid these people, but when I did it previously, they were still able to learn it was me. Nat always said I was terrible at masking my mana signature.

“Lady Lily, may I have a moment?” One of my stalkers stops by, a tall and polite lumoran. He even bows. “Of course, I am aware of how valuable your time is, so please consider this a consultation. I am willing to pay 500 thousand shards for just a hint of your wisdom.”

“Is this a bribe?”

“N-no! Just a small sum for whatever amount of time you consider reasonable.” He smiles. He is one of the most stubborn, likely from one of the top five guilds.

So I look at him and think. What would Nathaniel do?

“Okay,” I say and initiate the transfer.

The lumoran smiles at me brightly and confirms it, taking all the fees on himself.

“So-” he begins.

I interrupt him. “Thank you. Your reasonable amount of time has concluded.”

Then I stand there and watch him. At first, he seems angered and stricken with shock, but he quickly controls himself, and that fake smile appears again. Still very politely, he smiles and bows before leaving quietly.

Sometimes I truly loathe being a healer. Why are we so rare, and why is everyone so obsessed with monopolizing me? They want me bound to them, buying healing marks, chasing long life, or demanding body modifications. They want to dictate my price and lock me in their guilds just to sell my services for a cut of the price. They’re all so greedy… so disgusting.

Against my will, gray mana flashes across my palm before I shake it off, dissolving it.

With a sigh, I turn around and take a step, only to bounce off someone. “I am sorry,” I begin to apologize instantly, only to realize who it is.

A young woman with messy brown hair stands there, her eyes glowing with a light that’s always seemed so free and full of life to me.

Tacita smiles at me and waves, her movements drawing symbols into the air with the tip of a finger, glowing with mana.

ヽ(°〇°)ﾉ

I laugh, but the sound dies when I see another man approaching. “Lady Lily, I-” He doesn’t get to finish, or even get close, before he’s reeling back with a dagger buried in his arm.

Tacita smiles at him and shoos him away playfully, while the man stares with wide eyes.

He still tries to say something, but Tacita sighs and points a finger at him in a gesture that looks like a finger gun and mimes the recoil of a shot.

Nothing happens, making the bleeding man even more confused and Tacita annoyed. She taps her chest a few times, and something moves there. From the inner pocket of her jacket, a sleepy head pokes out. It has golden fur with cute black eyes. A small baby ferret.

Tacita makes her finger gun again and shoots at the man again, and the ferret yawns, sticking out a tongue, but it does nothing for the mute girl. The man, meanwhile, smartly disappears.

Turning back to me, she draws.

(ﾒ￣▽￣)︻┳═一

“Gun?” I mutter.

She stands by my side before I even realize it and nods happily while showing me the sleepy baby ferret. She points at it and draws again.

︻┳═一

“The baby ferret is a gun?”

Tacita nods wildly but then lifts her hand, gesturing as if that still isn’t fully correct. She looks around and turns into a blur before returning a few seconds later. The cute baby ferret doesn’t seem to have been shaken by the fast movement at all and instead is dozing off again.

Excitedly, Tacita puts a piece of white cloth on the ground, on which she places sets of green and red clothes. She creates vertical stripes of green, white, and red, reminiscent of a flag. An Italian one.

I can’t help but smile seeing her excitement and move closer to look at the flag, in the process, softly bumping into her. She pulls away but doesn’t attack aggressively. She rubs the shoulder I bumped into while looking at me expectantly.

I begin to pick up what she wants to tell me. “So you meant gun in Italian?”

She nods so quickly her brown hair flies around her head, but again she gestures as if I still haven’t quite gotten it.

“So not a gun? A weapon? Pistol… eh, shotgun, rifle-” before I finish, she nods quickly.

“So rifle it is.” I put my hands behind my back and lean to the side to get a better view of the golden baby ferret. It is so reminiscent of the one Biscuit befriended, and that saved Izzy, leaving her crying over its pitiful life and end. That ferret continues to sleep, and Tacita protectively covers it, hiding it from my sight as if she doesn’t want to share.

I like how free she is, how wild, and how much she knows about what she wants, and the way she just follows through. In a way, I think I truly am jealous of her.

“A, B, C, D, E, F,” I begin, and she stops me at F.

I nod and start again. “A, B, C…” I continue on in this fashion, and it takes us a while until I get the name.

Fucile. Or Fuci, for short.

Tacita’s gun.

            


Chapter 823 - Record of a confrontation


                Morwag’s arm is now entirely black and traced through with faint gray veins, and the place where it was cut off almost looks as if it’s being eaten into by a slow developing rot.

It now lies there with the elbow bent and squeezed into a glass container provided by Brich. With the help of Savant, who actually seems to have a bit of experience with this, we have moved a few of Lily’s healing marks from me to the arm to make it last longer and to feed the Necrotic Rot.

The container is now almost filled with it, after Savant released almost everything he’d absorbed. All in all, it’s turned out to be quite a large amount. The guy seems to have been absorbing it whenever he could during the night. He also threw in a few very suspicious pieces of flesh and one that looks like a small sort of fish scale, apparently to make it more potent.

Not to be left behind, I contribute a small vial’s worth of my blood, to which Brich adds some pinkish liquid from one of his bottles, as Weslin joins with his void, seemingly in an attempt to cut off and entirely separate the version of the rot that is inside from the version of the rot we all have. He does this just in case, so that in the future, it doesn’t reactivate whatever remains we might still carry.

For the moment, after syncing our process, our Necrotic Rot is gone as we all sync to get rid of it in less than a second. Then, extracting another homemade cookie from Savant, Zant also confirms it.

So now we have a container holding a rotting arm and an assortment of strange liquids sloshing inside, along with a few weird items. And the rot within has begun to change gradually. It’s growing through the arm, powered by Lily’s healing marks, and who knows how those’ll affect the process, along with the other things we threw in as well.

Now, carrying this through the floor sounds like a scary idea, but the container gets reinforced by everyone in the party. Morwag uses his binding to make it tougher. I draw the array on the container with my blood instead of mana conductive paint, and the others do their own things as well.

Zant watches quietly the entire time with a look that seems almost entirely disinterested, though I do catch the odd spark of horror as we do certain things to the arm.

It must be a good thing.

With our goals more or less done, we head off to leave the third floor, with me giving one last look towards the mana dead zone in the distance. The question still remains.

Why would the Ruler of Diligence do that?

 







 

All of us appear at the same place on the second floor, and right away, marks are placed on each of us. All facilitated by the owner of this tower, carved into the core of an enormous stone projectile launched by some Absolute long ago. I still find it fascinating how much time it must have taken to carve.

Giving ourselves a bit of a break to do our own things for a few hours, Brich and Savant separate while Weslin, Morwag, and I head to our branch to find information on the guide known as Duncan for our fishing trip.

Before they leave, I finally break and speak to Morwag. “What the hell have you been snickering about this whole time?”

He looks at me for a few heartbeats before he bursts out laughing. “Mwahhahaha!” Out loud and without shame, to the point that I can’t even be sure if he’s just making fun of me or if he’s really that happy. The laugh disappears as quickly as it came, and he swiftly pulls his emotions back under control.

Then, with a calm face, he says, “You’ll see soon enough,” and waves for Weslin to follow him to the guild branch. Morwag is still missing his arm, but he doesn’t seem to be bothered in the least.

I stare at their backs as they leave before pushing those thoughts away. Then, as I expected, a connection forms with my mind through the mark the local Champion placed on us, and a voice sounds in my head.

(Nathaniel! I am so happy to see you again!) Spark shouts excitedly with his youthful voice.

(Hello, Spark,) I say, as I find myself a nice bench to sit on.

(Are you the one kidnapping Weslin this time?) He laughs, and I can sense him observing me.

(You could say that,) I snicker. (Are you alone?)

(I wish! There are so many of me, and I keep hearing their voices, but it’s still fun! In fact, I want to hear more voices because that would mean more friends! Marble wants to join in, can he?)

(Yup, why not.)

(Thank you! You are such a good friend, too! Marble, you be nice to Nathaniel!)

(There is no reason for me to be nice, but I will remain polite,) The new, less emotional voice says. (I greet the guild master of the Primordial Knights,) He says to me.

Before I can even react, Spark speaks up. (That’s true! Congratulations, Nathaniel! Are the demons bullying you? Do you need help?)

(As if demons would’ve let him become guild master if he’d needed help. It is more likely he bullies them.) Marble snorts.

(Nathaniel wouldn’t do that, right?)

(I’ll be keeping silent on that one,) I say.

(Oh no,) Spark says in shock, as if his world is breaking.

(Please ignore Spark. I want to once again ask you to let me observe your body on a deeper level in exchange for reasonable payment. It can be the same kind of information as last time,) Marble says to me.

(What do you have?)

(I have three things I can disclose that I think you might be interested in. The first is the contents of a message left under a loose floorboard in the West Wing about a hundred years ago. It was meant to stop a guild war, but someone put a heavy rug over it, and it got lost. Currently, there’s some sort of domesticated creature sleeping over said rug.)

(Ehm. What else?)

(See, Spark? I keep telling you all attendees are greedy and unable to appreciate the value of information like this.)

(Nathaniel, do you really bully demons?) Spark ignores Marble entirely.

(Sometimes?) I say.

After my answer, Spark falls into a shocked silence while Marble continues. (Another one is a record of a confrontation that happened on the twelfth floor of Beyond not long ago.)

(You can’t share that! Veil will be angry!) Spark shouts.

I can hear Marble snicker. (She won’t. That record was broadcast live by the Ruler of Envy through the entirety of Beyond for all handlers and kings to see. The outcome won’t change the fact that the record was freely shared and is thus available for further spread.)

(But wouldn’t he get angry if more people saw what happened?)

(His feelings won’t change much about the nature of the information.) Marble cuts him off and then turns back to me. (The last information I offer is the number of times attendees in this city have been brought the wrong food by a waitress and ate it anyway because they didn’t want to say anything, over the past 500 years. The actual number would surprise you.)

(I have heard something similar from you before.) I mention.

(Indeed. The number of times attendees have tripped over their own feet while trying to look mysterious or intimidating in the past 500 years. That one was truly valuable.)

(I still can’t believe the number.)

(So surprising, right?)

(Yes, but this time I would like the record of the 12th floor confrontation.)

(How disappointing,) Marble sighs and muses before saying, (How about the number of times attendees from the past 200 years that have watched the hairdressers cut their hair as their faces started twitching seeing it turn out entirely different from what they wanted, and didn’t say anything, then cried outside the store after paying.)

Hearing that, I fall into silence and bury my face in my open palms. 

I really want to hear that. 

Still, I force myself to stop and speak again. (I’ll go with the record, Marble.)

The part of the mind of the local Champion’s mind seems disappointed but agrees, and I let him observe my body, something he undertakes alongside Spark. This time it takes longer than the first time, and they don’t stop to talk much.

Though at the end, Spark whispers, (N-Nathaniel, are you okay?)

(Yes.)

(But-)

(It’s fine, Spark. So, all good from my side?)

(Yes,) Marble says. (I will invite you to a mental space of my creation, so just follow through the link I provide.)

(Got it.)

After that, I do just as I’m told and soon find myself in a desolate area filled with mountains and clear skies, allowing me to see far into the distance. It looks like it never ends, with some places seeming to repeat across the landscape. Almost as if someone made a dozen or so square miles of area, filled it with nature and mountains, and then just copy and pasted it across a neverending stretch.

Soon, two floating orbs appear next to me. One of them seems like it’s made of black gray marble, and the other is simply a cheerful spark of light. While Marble moves slowly, Spark jumps all over the place, bumping against my form in this space.

“We are now within the record,” a voice speaks, coming from Marble’s orb as it stops at my side.

“Hello Nathaniel!” Spark continues to quickly circle me and bounce all over the place before landing on my shoulder. “But I mean it, your body is, as Ember would say, fucked up. You need to take care of yourself more!”

“There will be time for that later,” I say as I give Spark a poke. “It’ll all be okay. My plans are beyond your mortal comprehension.”

“So cool!”

“Let us not waste more time,” Marble says, getting impatient, and the area around us shifts as he moves us through the record until we find two figures. A silver haired woman and a lynthari with two tails standing next to her.

Lissandra and Myrra.

Then the record starts playing. Both of them stop running as Lissandra gestures for Myrra to halt. She then swings her hand as if deflecting a series of unseen attacks.

For a few long seconds, nothing happens. Then, far, far in the distance, something explodes into a huge fireball that fills the horizon and continues to grow and grow. I watch the shockwave spread and bulldoze everything in its way. It erases mountains taller than Everest, reducing them to exploding clouds of rock as it spreads further and further. 

Then, as it’s about to reach Myrra and Lissandra, the former Absolute swings her hand, and the shockwave splits in front of them, missing by a mile on either side and carving deep scars into the earth.

“Hahaha, that was such a nice reaction, and I thought I was being sneaky about that attack! Though it could be expected of an inferior copy of a once great being.” The voice sounds like it’s coming from everywhere, making it difficult to locate where it’s coming from.

Lissandra doesn’t seem bothered in the least, as she looks around, specifically in one direction. “Is that all?”

The laughter stops.

“What, did you think your pathetic ability would hide you?” This time, Lissandra reaches for her waist, where she taps on the pitch black dagger hanging there. Just that little touch causes the light to flicker, and the field hiding the lumoran breaks like a sheet of colored glass. 

The newly revealed lumoran has black skin like all members of his race, with crystalline features adorning his head alone, creating a diadem-like set of protrusions encircling it, the largest of which protrudes from the center of his forehead. His right hand, made of the same crystal enclosing the bones visible inside, along with swirling currents of mana, begins to shake until he clenches it tightly. 

The smile then flowers on his face again. “THAT was fucking scary. But how about this, you fake little thing?”

Lissandra’s hand turns into a blur, and two seconds later, multiple explosions similar to the first one erupt so far in the distance that I can barely see them. Yet the flashes of light and the fireballs grow until they must be each twice as tall as the mountains surrounding them. There are five such explosions, each a different color: pink, purple, yellow, green, and blue.

Myrra stares on, with eyes wide open as Lissandra flicks her hand once again, this time to deflect an attack targeting the lynthari, and another explosion is deflected, creating a sixth fireball. The shockwaves far in the distance continue to spread rapidly, entirely evaporating everything in their way as they bounce off each other.

“Little kitten, your mana,” Lissandra says simply, never taking her eyes from the lumoran man who simply continues to smile at her.

As asked, Myrra offers her mana to Lissandra, who takes it over without ever breaking eye contact. In the elegant gesture of a practiced duelist, Lissandra moves her open right hand, lifting it in front of her face with the palm turned toward her.

And when it almost seems like the shockwaves will reach them, Lissandra clenches her hand into a fist with an audible crack reminiscent of breaking ice.

All of the colossal fireballs from the explosions in the distance disappear as if they never existed. All of the shockwaves are gone, dispersed into a gentle summer breeze washing over Lissandra’s back, blowing through her clothes and silver hair as it wavers around her head.

As she opens her hand again, a small orb glows there, made of the many colors of the prior explosions.

She grabs it with the tips of her fingers and flicks it toward the Ruler of Envy, who shouts in panic as the entire sky changes color.

            


Chapter 824 - An Asshole vs. the Imitation


                There is no following explosion, and the orb that shot towards Envy stops before returning to Lissandra to circle around her. There, it splits into six smaller orbs, all taking on the colors of the attacks Envy shot her way before.

“That was insane,” Marble mutters. “The precision, skill, and control it takes to separate an attack of that scale with as little mana as she did.”

“Shh, Marble, look at what she’s doing with the one winged wyvern’s domain,” Spark interrupts him.

“Wyvern’s domain?” I ask.

The fake sky of this floor, which has now changed color, taking on a mix of dozens of shades of gold, continues to waver. I can’t feel the pressure of it through the record, but I can tell it’s something Envy must have activated to defend himself. Meanwhile, underneath that golden domain, a transparent white light shimmers weakly.

Spark buzzes around me, bouncing against my cheek before stopping next to my ear. “The Ruler of Envy has activated Beyond’s main defensive array. They gave him access to it, and unlike his predecessor, he didn’t hesitate to use it.”

I watch as Envy, having collected himself, chuckles at his prior reaction. Sweat beads on his face, and the golden light is at its densest around him. I can even see the faint outlines of a myriad of thin lines all over.

“The Absolute’s imitation is very smart. She must have been expecting someone to come after her with Beyond’s main defensive array, so she defeated the one winged wyvern and took over its array to defend herself! How smart!”

As Spark talks, the battle continues. A mantle made of mana forms behind the Ruler of Envy, and over his head, three crowns begin to grow. All at the same height, floating over his head in a tight orbit. One of the crowns is filled with mana. Another one has flames fighting to escape, and the last one is transparent with a green hue to it.

While Beyond’s main defensive array continues to push against the wyvern’s domain that Lissandra’s seized control of, Envy lowers himself and bursts into a dash. I can’t track him anymore, but the place he launches from explodes in a way that seems almost like a meteor striking a mountain peak behind him, and it blasts it into pieces flying into the distance.

His voice makes itself heard from everywhere once again as he teases Lissandra, calling her an imitation, a fake, and a replica, threatening to kill her disciple and her as well, for everyone to see.

Meanwhile, Lissandra doesn’t even bother to move, she just stands where she is. Her hair rises up, its silver color seeming to shine a bright neon white under the domain she now controls. It creates a striking contrast against her brown eyes.

Once in a while, she flicks her hand, and somewhere, far in the distance, an explosion bursts forth. They grow bigger and bigger to a scale that’s beginning to seem difficult to grasp. A barrage consisting of thousands of projectiles pours out from behind one of the mountains, tearing through stone and heading for Lissandra. One of the orbs floating around her, the pink one, moves in front of her and pulses once before disappearing.

With that, all of the projectiles are gone. From where they came, a spherical pink orb eats into the area and the mountains around it just once before disappearing. At the center of it all, the Ruler of Envy floats, surrounded by golden light. The mantle made of mana behind him flickers, stretching out like wings, and the three crowns begin to spin faster and faster.

The golden light of Beyond’s defensive array intensifies, drowning an area the size of a continent in blinding light. The air screams and reality tears, dissolving the world into a shimmering haze.

And even though I can’t truly sense any of it, I feel myself shudder.

All that immense pressure pushes against Lissandra and Myrra, now surrounded by a transparent white domain that crackles like lightning around them as she faces that attack. Another explosion thuds, and for a moment, my sight is entirely obscured. It is as if reality itself disappears before returning, and all three people within the record are still there.

For dozens of miles around Lissandra and Myrra, the earth is pressed deep, perfectly level, and smooth, with a sheen almost as reflective as a mirror.

In the distance, enormous figures begin to move, gargantuan lizards made of rock, moving to attack Envy. He doesn’t seem to pay them any mind, and a fire from one of his crowns flashes forth, and the colossi disappear entirely without any chance to put up a defense. These very same attacks hammer towards Lissandra, who, since the start of the fight, has yet to take a single step, and even now, the ground beneath her and Myrra is entirely undamaged.

He follows with more attacks, using items that break upon use to launch exotic projectiles at her. Shadows reach from tears in space, turning everything dark as if absorbing the light around them. Oceans of fire burn in ways that seem impossible to extinguish.

Finally, Envy snorts and reaches into his inner pocket, from where he produces a long spear made entirely of white lightning. I notice the way it damages his hands, and one of the rings he’s wearing cracks and breaks off, but he doesn’t really seem to mind.

Golden light and dense lines trace paths in the air surrounding him furiously as he lands on the ground and, with all his strength, throws the white spear. His throw creates ripples through the ground around him, making it seem like it’s been liquified.

Just a few seconds have passed since the start of the fight. Maybe ten, maybe fifteen, I have a hard time saying. But I can tell that the record’s been slowed down for my benefit, likely by Marble. Even then, I’ve been accelerating my thoughts since the start, just so I can observe this insanity. I’m also sure I can only truly grasp a small part of the fight. Maybe a tenth of it, maybe a bit more.

Not like it matters. There are parts of this fight I can’t even perceive at the moment, but I can watch Myrra moving as if in slow motion while Lissandra and the Ruler of Envy face each other.

In that moment, as the white spear flies her way, the record slows even further as Marble says, “Watch.”

Lissandra, for the first time, takes the black dagger from her waist and throws it at the ground below her feet. It stabs itself there by the blade, and in that same movement, she weakens the domain around her. A pulse from the dagger stabbing into the ground blows away the golden defensive array and clears out the area.

And Lissandra moves.

The record slows further just to catch her, yet I can barely see as she runs past the white spear. She snatches it from the air, twists it around her body, and hurls it back at Envy. He begins to move, as if to dodge, but before he can, Lissandra is standing in front of him. His eyes widen as she delivers a blow to his belly, grabs the [Mana Crown] from over his head, and squeezes it until it breaks, letting all that mana flood into her body.

Her speed increases further as she moves around and behind him, grabbing him by the back of the neck with one hand and lifting him into the air just in time as the white spear reaches him and stabs itself through his chest.

The lumoran coughs blood and smirks. The green crown flashes and his body explodes, but before any of it can damage Lissandra, a burst of mana from her cancels it out. The shockwave and pressure, I am sure, would’ve normally erased a continent or two becomes a short gust of powerful wind that presses against Myrra, who covers her head while still seeming to move in slow motion.

Standing there with the white spear that fails to damage her at all, Lissandra looks around. She moves again, reaching Myrra, and as she passes by, she lowers herself and flicks the handle of the dagger, which lets out a clear, beautiful noise. Another pulse is sent from it, pushing Beyond’s main defensive array back once again, though it had already begun to spread.

Lissandra runs over the broken landscape, avoiding dozens of attacks and erasing or canceling out all of them, as each and every one of them carries a power that almost no Absolute could ever hope to face.

The Ruler of Envy is already back again. This time, only the green crown floats over his head, and his mana mantle spreads itself behind his back, forming two additional muscular limbs.

He even uses the defensive array to surround himself in brilliant golden armor, from which the white spear simply bounces off. The spear continues to fly into the distance, its blade cutting through everything in its path as if it were no denser than air, and leaving rifts in space as if it were cutting and scaring the fabric of reality.

After dodging under his attack, Lissandra grabs his arm and throws him off balance against the ground. He rolls, stands up, and punches at her, which she simply redirects with a calm face. She uses his momentum to throw him off balance again and kicks against him, causing him to slide back without taking any damage.

He moves again at that incredible speed, and the ground beneath him explodes into a mile wide crater from the sheer force he unleashes. When Lissandra runs to follow him, not a single speck of dust is sent into the air.

She reaches him mid leap, grabbing his feet just before he reaches Myrra. His fingers pass just barely in front of the lynthari’s face as Lissandra pulls him back and throws him into the distance. There, Envy stops, breathing heavily with his fingertips shaking, but he is still smiling as he takes a deep breath.

But that smile disappears entirely when Lissandra speaks.

“I have the feel of it now.”

Envy’s face turns to horror as the white domain she controls spreads further. It starts devouring and taking control of portions of the golden arrays. Piece by piece, it pierces through.

“It’s a loud and flashy array, certainly, but an incredibly clumsy one,” Lissandra says as she takes a calm step. “ There are so many openings and pointless gaps that it was actually confusing to find the center because I couldn’t believe someone would actually build something this poorly. Watching it struggle to function is almost embarrassing.”

With each step she takes, the white domain becomes less transparent and more of the sky loses its golden shine.

The Ruler of Envy chuckles, and in the same moment, Lissandra’s attack seems about to reach him, but he disappears. Only his cracked green crown falls to the ground, along with the golden armor, and a rapidly closing tear hangs in space behind him.

Even though he is gone, his voice sounds once more, followed by a laugh. “That was fun. Maybe next time, cute little imitation.”

Then the record stops as if frozen, holding that final scene of Lissandra standing there as her domain takes over.

We are moved again, this time standing right in front of Lissandra with Marble and Sparkle circling around her. “How scary! Did you see that, Nathaniel? I’ve watched it like ten times already, and it is still so scary! One day, I’ll have to thank the Ruler of Envy for showing this record live. Even if he seems a bit like…”

“An asshole.”

“You cannot say that about a Ruler, Marble!”

“I obviously can,” Marble snorts and flies to me. “The Absolute’s imitation killed the one winged wyvern, which was initially set on the 12th floor as a test for anyone wanting to head to the 13th floor. The one winged wyvern is at this point rumored to be nearing the level of a dragon, and the floor is entirely within its domain. Domains are what wyverns are truly famous for, and this one is especially powerful.”

I watch Spark touch Lissandra and then run away as if scared, while Marble continues to explain. “That poor wyvern is bound to defend the entrance to the 13th floor, reviving stronger after every death. The imitation killed it and took over its domain, all in preparation to face Beyond’s defensive array, which she started to analyze and began to take control over during the fight.”

“I bet she would’ve been even stronger if she didn’t have to analyze the array. Or do you think she still hasn’t gone all out? Perhaps she didn’t want to kill the Ruler of Envy right away?”

“That sounds like her,” I say, agreeing with Spark and turning back to Marble. “What happened next? If you can’t tell me, I can just leave some Earth food behind for you, just like last time.”

“Deal,” Marble says immediately. “Before the Absolute’s imitation took over Beyond’s main defensive array entirely, the Ruler of Diligence reacted. With the help of the Ruler of Greed, they forcefully sped up the one winged wyvern’s revival ceremony. The wyvern then started to fight the imitation while they used the distraction to retake control of Beyond’s defensive array. Yet, the imitation still got what she wanted in the end. The main defensive array is now entirely closed off and set to go through inspection in case she made some unforeseen changes to it. It cannot be used against her again anytime soon.”

            


Chapter 825 - Cutie patootie


                After we finish watching the record, I find myself in the Primordial Knight’s headquarters with Morwag and Weslin. The leadership here wanted us to have a meeting somewhere more “official,” but we just ended up on the terrace, giving us a view of the false tower’s surroundings.

There I stand, resting against the railing while Morwag sits inside doing his meditation thing. Weslin is talking to a local woman who has introduced herself as the local director Narisa, and apparently works for the guild. I remember her from the first time Weslin and I visited the simply named Third City of Beyond’s second floor.

I hear the woman ask Weslin in a shocked tone, “He dumped most of his guild master’s responsibilities onto a man called Talon?”

But I mostly ignore all that, the sights from the record still weighing on my mind. At the moment, I’m having to suppress my urge to move, to attack, to fight, and grow stronger. That’s how I’m feeling right now. Sandra the cockroach has proven herself to be truly annoying, even in a record.

“You said you wanted to talk to me about something, Narisa,” I interject once Weslin seems to have ended his conversation with her.

The woman smiles and nods politely, moving closer to me onto the balcony. “Just a few very minor things. Sir Weslin already told me that I can make my own decisions about most of the smaller things I wanted to bring up.”

It seems to be a question, and I simply nod without hesitation.

“I still remember the first time we met and the way you blamed Sir Weslin for kidnapping you,” she chuckles. “How quickly things can change. You seem to have a similar personality to Lady Nyssa, so I’ll be straightforward. There is a guild called Rising Stars. They’re currently 11th in the rankings, but they’ve been growing quite fast. As of late, they’ve been taking advantage of this place’s rules and financial power to hire small groups to suppress our members on the second floor. We think they’re one of the guilds being supported by the Astral Brotherhood, who’re currently 5th in the rankings.”

She pauses to see if I have any questions, but I simply gesture for her to continue. “It isn’t anything outrageous, but this is being done with a longer timeline in mind, building towards the time the three of you end your tutorials. If you could provide me with a larger amount of financing, I could-”

“It’s fine,” I wave off. “Where is their headquarters?”

“Fifteenth floor of this tower, near the central fountain, the tall yellow wooden buildings. If you want to visit them, I can arrange a meeting.”

“There’s no need. How confident are you in that information that they’ve been messing with us?”

“Extremely.”

“Good. Morwag, can you go there? Don’t kill anyone, but you can break some bones. Destroy as much as you can before they throw you out of the city.”

Narisa looks around in a panic, switching her gaze from Weslin and then back to me, while I make my way to Morwag. A small orb of black mana forms in my hand as I erase the mark from him. Spark, Marble, Veil, or any other part of the mind of the local Champion will likely notice it soon, but hopefully not too soon.

“This should give you a bit of time before it’s replaced. We’ll meet outside,” I say.

“Sounds good to me,” Morwag pushes himself back to his feet without any hesitation, before lazily, and while yawning, making his way out of the room.

In the following silence, Narissa makes her way to me. “Why? What? I don’t think this is a good idea. It’s a violation of the rules,” she mutters rapidly.

I shrug. “Unofficial rules I never agreed to. Even when Morwag and Weslin leave, I’ll still have well over a year left in my tutorial, so do not worry. You can tell them that I’ll hunt them down, along with whoever supports them, if they try to take revenge for what Morwag is about to do. They’re probably just testing us now that Nyssa’s gone, and, honestly, it pisses me off. Weslin, do you think they’re looking down on me?”

Unlike Narisa, he doesn’t seem the least bit surprised and smiles at the woman to calm her down before turning to me. “They likely just want to see how far they can push. I don’t think anyone’s underestimating you at this point. But there’s likely to be more such probing in the future.”

“I guess,” I agree with him and switch my attention back to Narisa. “Was there anything else you wanted?”

“Now, I’m even more inclined to deal with these things on my own.” I can see her nerves coming out in the movements of her body and the twitches of her muscles as she gives up in the end. “This is going to be a mess. I just hope they send Sunshine to complain and not someone like Veil.”

“Ask for Spark.”

“They rarely let Spark touch these things, unfortunately, and not all of them are as cute as him,” she shakes her head. “Well, on another note: we have been able to locate the guide known as Duncan, but…”

“Go on,” I encourage her.

“I bought all available information and even connected to our other branches. It seems that he’s gotten himself into a large amount of debt to move his eight and eleven year old siblings to the second floor’s 1st city. All seemed well until he got wounded and required extensive healing from one of the healing guilds, which increased his debt. It looks like they did shoddy work, too, and he’s still wounded. To avoid dealing with it, they sold the debt on to one of the shadier guilds, and now they’ve been threatening him. Even in his state, he’s caught traveling between the 1st and second floors to make the shards he needs.”

“I see. Do we have any good healers in the 1st city?”

“Currently none, but I can give you a contact for a healing guild we are friendly with.”

“I would rather not. However, I will need you to send a message. Also, I’d like you to give me the information on the people who lent money to Duncan and sold his debt. And any information you have on whoever they sold it to. Also, information on the healer guild, along with the individual healer who botched his healing.”

“I do not like the sound of that, Guild Master Gwyn.”

I ignore such blatant lack of trust in me. “And contact the old man, the vice guild master. There might be a mess that needs cleaning up.”

 







 

After that, and before leaving, I stop to talk to Spark for a bit. When he asks me about what I could have done to Morwag’s mark, I don’t bother to lie, and I even tell him where Morwag is heading as well.

“I will hide it from the others, Nathaniel,” he gets out after a long hesitation.

I reject it straight away. “No.”

“But I can do it!”

“I said no. I don’t want to take advantage of you in any way. Just do what you would’ve done anyway.”

There is a brief silence before he giggles. “You’re being far too cute right now, Nathaniel,” he says, his cheerful tone shifting toward something more serious. “But don’t forget who I am. I am a Champion. Why do you think I’m usually the one to greet newcomers? I’m one of the primary facets, the one most similar to our original self. When it comes to the more important decisions, my voice often carries the most weight.”

“Oh.”

“Hehe, oh! I wish I were looking at your face now! But as I said, there are rules we’ve set that I have to follow. They’re necessary with all the things I’ve done to my mind, but let us say… I can ignore them just for a moment! So, as long as he doesn’t hurt anyone too much, I’ll let MorMor have some fun. But then they’ll have to kick him out, and he likely will not be able to enter the city anymore. Oh, and the Primordial Knights will receive a huge fine, too!”

“It’s what I expected to happen, but I still think it is good if he does it.”

“Why?” Spark asks curiously.

“Because I think people fear someone who’s unpredictable much more than someone powerful who follows the rules. Yes, you get punished, get a fine, and get kicked out of the city, but it is like taking a punch to deliver a more powerful blow.”

“Haha, how fitting for someone with your body,” that cheery part of the Champion’s mind laughs before calming again. “But Nathaniel, I believe that sometimes your life is not just your own, as much as you would like it to be. One day, you will look around and finally realize that some wounds you receive hurt the people who care about you more than they hurt you.”

I don’t even know what to say to that, so I just stay quiet.

Spark giggles again. “I met a person from Earth not long ago, and we spent days where she taught me many things about your planet. And at this moment, there is a word I think describes you.”

Spark talks in a tone that shows the smile in his voice as he says, “Nathaniel, sometimes you are such a cutie patootie.”

 







 

Weslin and I are kicked out of the 3rd city not long after. I receive a one week ban, while Weslin is somehow banned until the end of his tutorial, which he complains about, loudly.

When we rejoin Morwag outside of the city, the demon is sitting on a boulder and waving at us. For some reason, he still hasn’t restored his arm, and I’m getting more and more suspicious of that. I do not expect a betrayal, though, but I’m nervous. Demons should not be capable of scheming in the way Morwag tends to.

We also learn that Morwag has received a 100 year ban, which he announces almost proudly.

Brich and Savant join us not long after, and soon enough, we start making our way toward the 1st city. I have some business to deal with there before we head on to the 1st floor to fish and explore the middle of the floor, followed by our expedition to the surface.

Nathaniel and the boys’ adventure continues.

Once on the road, we barely stop, except for the occasional detour to deal with an interesting monster. We bypass the second city entirely, and though a part of me wants to explore them, we also pass by The Storm and The Snowy Mountains. None of us has any need to rest, and I begin to imagine how it must look to see two humans, a demon, a half-demon, and a lumoran in clanking armor traveling side by side while engaging in friendly conversation.

There isn’t much to be said until we enter the first city, also known as Rookie City. It’s massive, built in a perfect circle around a central mountain, and yet the tallest buildings only reach about three stories. Surrounding the city are miles of flat plains, covered in yellow grass and patches of flowers that sway in a constant breeze.

Once we enter the city, I notice those nasty arrays I saw when I came here for the first time, even if they don’t feel all that dangerous now. I mean, they are scary, but not that scary. I bet with a little bit of effort, I could do some really fun things to them. We also begin to notice the guards moving through the streets, most of them wearing a combination of black clothes with bright yellow stripes and shiny silver armor.

First, I head to the information guild where I request the most current information on Duncan’s location, and this time I don’t even have to pay. The information guild even sends out their vice guild master, who has a crystal in the middle of his head, to personally share the information with me.

Before moving on, we then stop by the headquarters of the Primordial Knights to meet someone I’d requested be messaged while we were still in the 3rd city. Reliable as ever, she is already there waiting for us.

Lily smiles brightly the moment she sees me and rushes closer in that creepy way where she mimics kinetic movement through the strength of her body alone.

For some damn reason, Tacita’s there as well. The moment she sees us, she narrows her eyes protectively and zips up her jacket as if hiding something.

Did Savant get caught staring at her chest or something?

“Hello!” Lily brings my attention back to her, and I look down at her. “I think you probably didn’t get the message, but I have only a day or two before I have to return to the 4th floor. It should be enough to heal your friend, though.”

“More than enough,” I nod and gesture for her to follow so I can introduce her to the others. Tess would be proud of my social skills, I think, and I even tell Lily, “Thanks for coming.”

“You are welcome! That’s just another thing you’ll owe me. Maybe one day I’ll even charge you a massive amount of shards.”

I just snort at that. “As if you ever asked for shards. I’m telling you, Lily, if you wanted, you could be very rich. We’ll have to do something about that before our tutorial ends.”

The smile stays on her face and only widens as she asks playfully, “Maybe if the offer is good enough, I’ll join and be your guild’s exclusive healer.”

That thought almost makes me laugh. “Even if you did join us, why would you only heal our guild? Just heal whoever you want.”

I stop walking as I realize she’s stopped. When I turn back to her, I see her looking at me intently with an expression I can’t quite identify.

Lily then shakes her head with a gentle smile before rushing back to my side, and we continue toward the others while Tacita begins sneaking her way closer as well.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Hey! Just for info:

My family and I plan to go on vacation at the start of July - so very soon. I thought we would go sometime at the end of August so I could possibly time it with the end of Book 11, but that’s not how it worked out in the end.

Sooo, I will take my 2-week-long-after-finishing-the-book break now at start of July, and when Book 11 concludes I won’t take any break and we will continue straight to Book 12!

I think this is a nice compromise. So take it into consideration if you think of subbing to patreon!

As always, thanks for reading and have nice rest of the week!



                



Chapter 826 - Visiting Duncan


                “You already know this guy,” I say, gesturing to Savant. “Though for some reason, he’s been cured and smoked to perfection.”

“Hello, Savant!” Lily calls out cheerily.

I ignore her interruption and continue on with the introductions. “I think you’ve met Weslin at least once, but just in case you haven’t, that’s him. This asshole next to him is Brich, he’s a thieving rat, as confirmed by the great womanizer Lyraen himself. Then the huge demon missing an arm is Morwag.”

“He is missing his left arm, Nat. But that’s more your thing,” Lily points out.

“Traditions, Lily, traditions. And then we have Zant, but he only appears every once in a while. He is an adorable little fella. When you meet him, be nice to him, it’s not his fault that he’s Diligence’s vessel.”

“I will! And hello, I’m Lily, Nathaniel’s future…” She looks at me and smiles jokingly. “Ehm, I’m another member of Group 4!”

“Lily, what the hell was that?”

“Ignore it.”

“I have a feeling like maybe I shouldn’t.”

“Then don’t ignore it,” she challenges.

“Okay, let’s ignore it.”

“Coward.”

“Sure,” I answer, gesturing toward Tacita nearby. “What is she doing here?”

“I think Taci was bored, so she joined me, and I’m glad for that.” Lily smiles at Tacita, who looks away in response, before Lily turns back to me. “Being with her reminds me that it can be so simple to just do whatever I want.”

“But it is-”

“Don’t,” she cuts me off. “It is not as simple as you might make it seem sometimes. Not for me. But I won’t bore your friends with it.”

“I wouldn’t call them my friends. Maybe except for Weslin, when he finds time for poor old me and manages to get away from his weirdo demon girlfriend.” I blame the man who just waves at me.

“You aren’t friends with Morwag?” Lily asks.

That makes me look at the most demon demon to ever demon, and he stares back at me in the exact same way.

“What are we, Morwag?” I ask him.

The demon seems to need a moment to give it some actual thought, but in the end, he looks just as confused as I am and simply shrugs.

“Men,” Lily says, looking at Tacita as if she expects a reaction. The woman stands there, looking around to confirm Lily is actually looking at her, and then gives her a quick, sharp nod.

Then Tacita’s eyes narrow as she looks at Morwag, who has been staring at her openly this entire time. His eyes are wide in a way I know all too well, and even without his left arm, the muscular demon looks impressive and dangerous. Maybe he’s remembering what happened during Humility’s event.

Still, Tacita doesn’t seem bothered in the least. She must be sensing his battle maniac intent and the inherent danger, yet she remains confidently comfortable.

“Lady Lily-” Brich starts.

“Just Lily.”

“Okay! Just Lily it is!” Brich says, making use of the cheapest joke in existence, and I hate myself for snorting at it in my head. “I’m Brich of Crimson Forge, one of the very impressive S ranks and currently the best item user in all of Beyond. It’s nice to meet you.”

“Is being the best item user really that impressive?” Lily asks curiously.

Brich doesn’t seem insulted in the slightest. He steps closer, his heavy armor clanking with every movement. “Of course! Did you know that most people aren’t even using arcane weapons properly? Sometimes they don’t ever discover all the properties or tricks, and end up incapable of ever using them to their full potential!”

He continues to brag, speaking with all the manic, high energy excitement of a total fanboy, the sort of person for whom using and abusing items is the greatest joy and hobby. Meanwhile, our group begins to walk through the city toward where we were told we would find Duncan.

It’s a bit weird having the others join me, but I can’t complain, even if I do find the whole situation a bit amusing. Me, Morwag, Weslin, and Brich as S ranks. Then there’s Tacita, Savant, and possibly Lily as future S ranks. Somewhere nearby is Zant, the vessel of a Ruler.

This is the most overkill of overkills ever, and the king of this city seems to have taken notice as well, though it is possible Zant went to speak to him about us, being our caretaker and all. Regardless, the city’s defensive array is already shifting, putting more attention and pressure on our group. There’s also been an increase in the number of powerful guards around. Some of these locals are likely to be even stronger than us, or at least they’re high level. It can be hard to guess their true strength.

On our way through the street, I notice Tacita picking up small stones from the ground and accurately throwing them at Savant. He patiently ignores her and just continues to absorb their kinetic momentum. 

Morwag watches her so intently the whole time that I am worried he will bump into and accidentally kill some poor local, and yet even then, he seems to be well aware of his surroundings. Plus, people are avoiding us by a wide margin, as if we were some sort of hooligans or gang members.

Lily continues her conversation with a curious Brich, and Weslin joins in from time to time to keep the momentum going. Meanwhile, I keep my focus on searching for Duncan’s signature.

I find it soon enough near our destination, a calm street lined with trees bordering a large park. It’s a nice place all in all. It’s quiet, clean, and well kept. Without hesitation, I come to a stop in front of a smaller house and knock a few times firmly. I almost expect some sort of cliché, like for Duncan to shout through the door about how he’ll have the money ready tomorrow, but he just opens the door quietly.

I see the toll it’s taken on him immediately. His face is thinner, and his clothes even seem a bit baggy now, yet he still smiles the second he recognizes me.

“The melee fighter, Noname,” he says jokingly. He glances at the people behind me, seeming to recognize a few of them, and then looks back at me with a question. “Are you by any chance looking for a guide? Is that why you’ve come to find me, Nathaniel?”

“Something like that,” I answer, and then ask shamelessly, “Will you invite us in?”

“Ehm, my place is a bit humble for a visit as-”

“Sure, sure, thanks!” I wave it off and gently push through the door to barge in.

The others follow my lead to quickly make their way inside the small but cozy house, and quickly occupy every available seat. Lily and I end up on the same couch. Savant remains standing near the window while Brich sits in an armchair that almost breaks under his weight. Weslin pulls a chair closer from the kitchen, and Tacita jumps up to sit on the kitchen counter.

During all of that, I notice two kids peeking from upstairs. Seemingly unaware that likely everyone in this room already knows about them, even without needing to see them, and are currently whispering something between themselves that I’m nice enough not to strengthen my hearing enough to spy on.

We’re almost settled when Morwag pulls out a kitchen chair and sits. It gives way immediately and breaks. The wood splinters loudly in the silence, leaving Duncan standing there, frozen and unsure of what to do.

“I apologize,” Morwag mutters as he carefully kicks the pieces of the wood to the corner.

“You could have bound it together with your energy before sitting instead of spending all your time staring at Tacita,” I note.

“I could have.” The demon nods.

When I turn to Duncan, I ask, “We will pay for the chair, of course. How much did it cost?”

“Not much? I mean, if we convert it to shards, then maybe five or so?”

“Fifty thousand shards!? Well, it sounds about right. Must have been some fancy chair or family heirloom. Anyway, it is my responsibility as guild master to clean up the mess my cute underlings made, so I will pay, as a matter of course.”

“What-”

I don’t let him finish. I initiate the trade myself, covering the transfer fee. “Accept it,” I say, “or the Holy-Fuck-It’s-Morwag-Run is going to get angry.”

Still confused, Duncan accepts the trade.

“Good,” I continue in a better mood. “This is a nice start.”

I take a sweet candy wrapped in paper from the bowl on the table and hand it to Lily. She quickly grabs it, opens and eats it just as fast.

I shake my head at her, looking appalled. “Wow, so shameless, Lily. How could you? Our host didn’t even offer you that candy. For all you know, it’s a family heirloom or something. I guess you will have to pay him back somehow, but you are poor because you refuse to make money for some reason. I guess, you will have to use your healing skills instead.”

“I guess I will have to do that! And yes, I am bad with money!” Lily calls out and smiles gently at Duncan. “Can I heal you?”

I observe the man. He keeps gulping, though seemingly not from fear, and his eyes appear a bit watery for some reason. He’s a man, though, so it’s probably just dust. I’ve noticed him limping on one leg and seen the painful twists in his face as he let us in, though he tried to hide it.

When the silence goes on too long, I give him a poke. “Duncan, I’m the last person to give lessons on social etiquette, but you’re leaving Lily hanging here. How can you be so rude to a healer? Just tell her, can she heal you or not?”

“Y-yes. But it won’t be that simp-” he mutters.

“Done!” Lily smiles happily.

“What?”

“I healed you already!”

Duncan looks at me, then at Lily, and then touches his side as if he can’t believe it. He puts more weight on the leg he was limping on, and his surprised expression deepens. For a while, he just stands there, opening and closing his mouth.

Then Brich reaches out and pokes a vase near him, making it fall and break. “Wow, how clumsy of me!” he calls out. “That artistic piece must have been expensive, and I would know, I am an expert on items after all! I’ll be transferring you fifty thousand shards to pay for it, Mr. Duncan. Please accept them as an apology in the hope they will plug the hole left behind after the loss of such a grand example of craftmanship.”

“Brich,” I call to him. He looks at me, and I gesture at the water on the floor and the wilted flower that was in it. “The water from the vase surely damaged the flooring. You should pay for that as well.”

“How silly of me! Of course! I am very rich after all! I’ll gladly pay a hundred thousand shards, Mr. Duncan, and my everlasting apology!”

“Nathaniel, is this some sort of-” Duncan does not finish again. He just closes his eyes for a while and takes a few deep, long breaths. When he opens them, he is calmer. It’s that expression that first made me like him, and it hasn’t seemed to weaken since we showed up. It is that calm resourcefulness combined with his straight and fair personality.

Looking around, there is only one person I can rely on for this, so I move to Weslin and whisper, “Look, I am bad at this kind of stuff. I will take Lily and deal with some people quickly. I wouldn’t be able to sleep otherwise, knowing those assholes are out there eating well. Please talk to Duncan and hire him as our guide for fishing and a few other things. You can throw him a decent amount of shards as well.”

Weslin doesn’t even try to complain. He just smiles at me with a knowing look. “Sure, rookie.” He whispers before saying louder, “Just fuck off already, you are just being a bother.”

“Fuck you, Weslin.”

“No, fuck you.”

            


Chapter 827 - w(°ｏ°)w


                Once outside, Lily falls into step beside me, still giggling to herself. “You know, you just left that poor guy alone with Morwag and the others, and he doesn’t know any of them. Some people worship S ranks, and he has so many of them in his living room. Isn’t that incredibly dickish of you?” she asks.

“A bit,” I shrug. “But I refuse to stand there and watch Duncan’s watery, puppy eyes or hear him thanking me over and over again. Weslin will do a good job, and Savant is at least somewhat responsible. Morwag won’t cause much trouble, and Brich is harmless in these situations.”

“You forgot about Tacita.”

“Did I? She is behind you on your left.”

Lily turns around and widens her eyes, finally noticing Tacita trailing several paces behind us.

Lily’s first reaction is to wave the woman forward. “Come here! You can walk next to us.”

The offer is not accepted, and Tacita simply turns her head to the side and continues walking after us at a distance. Lily, of course, is unbothered. As she likes to say, she’s used to playing the long game. Poor Taci might be tamed in a year or two without ever noticing.

Our first stop is a building hidden in one of the back streets. It’s unassuming, but it does have a robust set of doors locked with sensors designed to recognize specific mana signatures. I ignore them entirely. We pass into a dead end alley where I stop to turn and face a blank wall.

Once there, I allow my senses to expand, diving into the structure of the inscriptions hidden within the stone. Then I pull on one specific section of inscriptions.

With a soft clack, the wall swings open like a door.

“Oooo,” Lily breathes out at the sight of the hidden entrance. She excitedly looks around, and she even takes out a smartphone to take a photo with a flash before she follows me inside.

A pulse of my mana drains the color from the hallway for a split second. Every alarm and defensive array is erased as we walk through the dark interior. I create a small thermal orb even though I don’t really need it to orient myself. We pass a small room where five men have gathered around a table playing some sort of game. Hearing our footsteps, they look up with wide, surprised eyes and scramble to their feet.

Five pulses of kinetic energy throw them backward. An expansion of my mana chokes out their skills, and then a cube made of mana completely surrounds them, locking them inside. I channel a bit more power to strengthen the walls against any attacks from the inside, and we continue. A bit further behind us, Tacita follows quietly.

Another set of doors has its mana based defenses stripped away under my gaze, but to my annoyance, they stay closed because of a mechanical lock. My scan locates two people inside. In an effort to avoid hitting them, I release a precise blast of kinetic energy, and the metal doors crumple inward like paper and shoot into the room with the speed of a bullet, embedding themselves deep inside the far wall.

With the same simple ease, I disrupt a barrage of mana based attacks with my eyes alone. A man running toward a teleportation array in the corner cries out as his leg explodes in a blast of kinetic energy, sending him tumbling to the floor. The other man lifts his hands into the air, and all movement of his mana halts in an instant.

“Can you heal him?” I ask Lily.

“Sure!” Without even moving from where she stands, she begins the process. The man’s leg begins to regrow at high speed. His signature tells me he’s not even high enough level to have a chance of resisting Lily’s magic, allowing the healing to take hold in seconds, even with his natural barrier on. Or maybe it has more to do with the fact that natural barriers aren’t all that good at resisting healing? But in that case, couldn’t someone like Lily use that to break through the barrier with some sort of false healing and sneak in some virus instead?

What a scary thought. I’ll have to ask her how it works and how natural barriers react to her healing, body modifications, and other scary stuff like that.

“Guildmaster Gwyn,” the man with his arms up says. He likely recognizes me from descriptions or somewhere. “I don’t know what-”

“Do you know a man called Duncan?”

“I…” he looks around as if debating whether he should lie. “I do.”

“Good. Honestly, I am not really sure what to do with you. You just bought his debt. It is kind of his fault for getting into it, and a bit of bad luck that got him wounded. He could have also asked me for money. I mean, I personally would’ve been shameless enough to do so, no problem.” I pause and look at him, waiting for a reaction.

The man nods quickly. The man on the ground, now with his leg fully restored, pulls himself against the wall. He breathes raggedly, his heart beating like a terrified animal.

I shift my gaze back to the standing man with the arms in the air. “Still, I don’t really think I should feel bad about doing whatever I want to you either. You are clearly the type of people who don’t mind using threats, violence, and the like over debts and such. So, what should we do?”

“We didn’t know he was someone you knew! If we had known, we would never have touched him or bought his debt!”

I nod slowly. “Probably not.” Then I ask again, “So, what should we do?”

He gulps. “Of course, his debt is all forgiven now, Guildmaster Gwyn. No, we’ll even pay him three times the debt he owed. I will personally make sure he receives all of it tomorrow!”

“You would do that for him?”

“Yes! Mister Duncan was just a victim of poor luck and bad timing!”

“True,” I sigh. “But I feel like some B-grade goon now. Tell me, do you use violence to ‘motivate’ people to pay?”

The atmosphere changes, growing darker. I can feel his heartbeat spike and notice his hands shaking.

“We have not touched Mister Duncan yet, but yes, we sometimes…”

“Be specific. Do not talk around it.”

“We… We occasionally kidnap family members and keep them in our care for a while to make the debtor nervous or use our contacts to make things difficult for them in the city, and so on. Sometimes we hire people to beat them outside of the city.”

“Do you hurt any of the abducted family members or kill people when they don’t pay?”

“N-no!” he shouts quickly. In his panic, he drops his arms only to shoot them right back up again after realising what he has done.

He doesn’t seem to be lying. “The Lord Champion and his guards would bury us if we went that far,” he adds. “They only look the other way for the small stuff, not that the debtors need to know that.”

“I guess,” I sigh. “Lily, this is an annoying situation.”

“Is it?” she asks curiously. She observes the two men with a clinical eye. “Couldn’t I just heal the lungs of the man on the floor? They seem to have been damaged by some sort of toxic attack from a few years ago. I could also remove the other man’s back pain from a damaged spine and heal it. That would probably be worth a similar amount to what they are paying Duncan.”

“Would that work?” I ask the men.

With wide eyes, the standing man nods. “Actually, such a high level of healing is worth much more than-”

“Good, you will reimburse Duncan five times the total of his debt. Lily, go on.”

A second later, she beams. “Done!”

Leaving the two men in a state of total confusion, I offer the palm of my hand to Lily, and to show a bit of my annoyance, I send a strong pulse of disruption through the entire hideout, enough to permanently destroy all of the arrays. I could probably do more, but for now decide to not stick my nose into the local Champion’s business too much.

Meanwhile, Lily places her hand in mine. For a short moment, I close my fingers around hers and hold it before teleporting us both back to the surface.

After letting go, I begin to walk, and she follows closely. “Don’t they usually have defensive arrays in the city to stop teleportation?” she asks and looks back behind us, where, after a few seconds, Tacita appears in a blur and then begins to stride lazily.

(─‿‿─)

I watch Tacita’s drawing while I answer Lily, “It’s probably only there to stop the general public. It won’t work against people at the higher levels. But I guess those types are kept under control in other ways.”

Noticing a nice looking shop to the side, I head over. From the window, I observe several food and drink items in a glass showcase. I pick out the most tasty looking ones. After paying, I hand a pastry that looks like a mix between a croissant and a donut to Lily while I bite into my own.

“This is for your help,” I say.

Already biting into hers, she mumbles, “Never in history has there been a healer like me working for so little, and under such inhumane conditions.”

I chew for a while, musing over her words before I nod in agreement and take another bite.

Before we even reach the headquarters of the guild that originally lent money to Duncan and then sold the debt, we see a crowd. There are multiple guards in black clothes and silver armor, all of them sporting distinct yellow stripes. There are also several official looking people standing outside the building.

Leading them is a velnar in a dark blue suit. He quickly heads my way and bows deeply. “Mister Duncan is already receiving the apologies of our company. We have provided a small gift for the situation we unknowingly created, which put so much strain on him and his family. As an apology, we have decided to pay him either a value ten times that of his debt in the hopes it will help him overcome the received trauma or a house in one of the nicest locations in the First City. We also hope that you will be willing to accept this small gift from us, a tome on the Primordial Knights guild. We bought it in an auction not long ago, and it contains stories of great guild masters from almost a thousand years ago.”

Flashbanged by the sudden turn of events, I just stand there. I begin to look around to see who could have caused this. The best candidates that come to mind are Zant or, more likely, the City’s Champion, who must have spoken with Zant.

In other times, it would bewilder me that a Champion would get involved in such minor affairs, but I guess gathering this many powerful people in one place tends to attract their direct attention.

It makes me wonder. Would our current group be capable of facing a proper Champion? It is an exciting thought.

“In the name of the Primordial Knights, I accept,” I say simply.

The velnar in the suit bows again. Even then, he almost towers over me with his massive body. I simply turn around and leave with Lily following behind.

Once we get further away, Lily notes. “Isn’t it a bit cool, in a way, how they treat you with such care?”

“Lily, I want to get angry and beat up someone, an asshole or two, but people are being too reasonable, and I bet Zant has his tiny, cute fingers in it. My only remaining hope is the healer’s guild that botched Duncan’s healing.”

I stop and fully turn to Tacita, who also stops and quickly draws.
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“Why the hell do you have a baby ferret with you, and why does it have a similar feel to the ferret from the 9th floor?” I ask her directly.

Instead of an answer, she just closes her jacket further.

“That is Fuci, or also Fucile. I think it is either a baby of the ferret we knew or of the same species. Oh, its name translates to rifle, or what we thought was the gun Taci mentioned some time ago. Fuci is very cute, by the way.”

Standing there, I begin to feel a bit of the same confusion Duncan must have felt.

“So Fuci?”

“Fuci,” Lily nods.

“Yeah, why not,” I say, beginning to walk again, “By the way, we’ll need you to help us with our group project. We’ve got some necrotic rot brewing in Morwag’s arm, and we’re trying to juice it up. You can toss an idea or two in. If we manage to rot someone’s face off, the System will likely give you some assist levels, however it calculates all that stuff.

“Sure, why not?” Lily nods. “How much do you want me to do? I mean, dangerous to a few people, or some more effort from my side to make it dangerous to a city or two?”

I force myself not to side-eye this petite healer. And as we head towards the healing guild, I hope they are truly corrupt, just as they are in all those cliche stories, or else I don’t know what I will do.

            


Chapter 828 - Five hours later


                Five hours after reaching the doors of the healing guild, Lily, Tacita, Fuci, and I all find ourselves in the office of the local Champion and King. Zant is here as well, sitting on my lap as I use him for emotional support while facing the scary Champion. That guy is the same race as Izzy’s disciple, Seneca. His hair is blue and constantly moving as if made of fire, while he impatiently taps on the table that stands between us.

His office isn’t bad either. It’s been built into the side of the mountain located at the centre of the First City, also known as Rookie City. It isn’t dug into the surface, however, rather, it’s a separate structure built on a terrace near the top. Over all its a very cool and pretty place, full of light, beautiful rugs, and a lot of windows that open to a view of the city and the fairy tale environment around it.

“So, you are telling me that while you went to deal with the crooked healer who purposefully mistreated the guide Duncan, you attendees, Nathaniel, Lily, and Tacita, got teleported somewhere far away into a complex of dark and, as you called them, “evil” caves?” the Champion asks, still keeping a calm visage.

“I think it must have been some sort of artifact, or a very powerful and mysterious old item. I didn’t notice it before it was too late, and we got teleported away,” I say, repeating my earlier statement.

At my side, Lily nods. Tacita looks like she wants to jump out of the window and run away, but even she has enough sense not to do so. The Champion seems pissed off, even though I’m sure he can tell I’m not lying.

Meanwhile, I follow his gaze and, with satisfaction, see the smoking remains of that healing guild’s headquarters in the distance.

“Lord Champion, they are all still wounded and terribly tired, we should-” Zant tries to speak as calmly as always, but he is interrupted.

“I don’t think that’s the problem here. I’ve seen records of this healer, and I’m sure she’s put them back together. And don’t even get me started on this maniac. There are bets all across the city regarding how long it’ll be before he invests just one more mana point and explodes as his pool escapes his control. Zant, people are saying that the more wounded he is, the more ‘optimal’ his state becomes.” The Champion looks like he is about to slam the table, but stops himself, opting to just tap it instead.

“I mean, isn’t this kind of your fault? How could something like this happen in your-”

This time, it is me who gets interrupted. Zant squeezes my finger to the point it hurts, and I shut up to cough out, “Ehm, as I said, we went to their headquarters and, yeah, I might have used a bit more force than I should have to get in, I might have hurt a few people just a tiny bit, I might have even caused some slight damage to the surrounding arrays, I also might have, with the purest intentions, blasted that guy through a wall. But they gave me no other choice. I located the healer and was tracking him through their arrays when he disappeared from my senses. That’s what led me to their chapel, where Lily noticed the remains of blood from human sacrifices. In an effort to cover it up, they used that weird artifact to teleport us into those caves, and I was unable to stop it.”

“You’re lying this time.”

“Okay, maybe I could have stopped it, but that doesn’t change anything about the situation.”

Lily quickly joins in. “I can swear to what we found as well. There was an altar in the middle. It was cleaned, yes, but I noticed the blood and the remains of organs they’d failed to clear away.”

The Champion looks from Lily towards Tacita. She senses his gaze, looks away from the window to meet his eyes. She shrugs and nods, surely confirming that we’re telling the truth in whatever way the Champion is using to check.

“There, you found out that they had long since stopped healing people fully, so they wouldn’t lose clients and a source of money, forcing people to keep coming back. You called it a subscription. You said they were also developing a method where other healers were rendered unable to suppress pain, even temporarily, meaning patients had to return to them specifically,” the Champion says.

“I had my suspicions once I healed Duncan, but I thought some healer had just made a mistake,” Lily says. “But when we were in those caves, we managed to confirm that it was done on purpose.” Her face darkens. “I wish they would put more effort into improving their healing rather than creating methods like these.”

Once again, the Champion taps on the table and looks at Lily. “But that is something we cannot confirm anymore, as you, attendee Lily, killed all of the participating healers. By your own words, eight of them.”

Lily doesn’t even hesitate. She faces him with firm, dark eyes. “And I would do it again. For someone to abuse their healing abilities the way they did is beyond pathetic, and it was not something I could stand to watch. They were even developing something they nicknamed addictive healing, and yes, I destroyed everything I found regarding it.”

For a while, they face each other until the Champion sighs and leans back to continue talking. “You killed these healers, but then attendee Tacita and her rifle rushed deeper into the caves, and the two of you followed her. All while attendee Nathaniel was trying to connect to one of his teleportation marks outside to get you out.”

“I did,” I say. “But I was also curious about what was inside. You know the feeling of exploration you get walking through old ruins, maybe finding some hidden treasure, so I-” I stop myself as Zant squeezes my finger again.

The man with the blazing eyes waits for me to continue, but I decide to stay quiet, so it is he who continues talking, “You also found out they were planning to poison me, gathering pristine grade materials and developing methods to escape detection. They had a vial of what would seem to be my blood, gathered from the site of my challenge against Champion Pelm, whom I fought thirty five years ago, to aid them. And they planned to use my taste for alchemical wines to get to me.”

“Yes,” I confirm.

“Then there were also vials containing an artificial plague they wanted to use to their advantage, one that only they would be able to remove. It was an idea they got from a certain powerful lurker on the first floor, whom they’d visited repeatedly to make use of his rare poison skill for the development of said plague.”

“Yes,” I confirm once again.

“There were also cells with people whom they were using for their experimentations and harvesting organs from, only to regenerate them, and repeat the process. And another set of cells with people possessed of fascinating traits, they kept trying to transplant those traits and then healed the subjects to allow them to try again,” the Champion says.

“Yes, we brought those people back, and they surely confirmed it,” I reply.

“They did, attendee Nathaniel. I am thankful to you and your party for saving all those people, and I will make sure you are rewarded for putting a stop to it. So, further down, you found a door with a sealed monster they’d been worshipping, do I have that right?” His eyes snap to mine, staring intently with his senses expanding around me.

“It was quite scary, it was red, with big horns that I think it used as a mana battery,” I confirm. “It kept regenerating and had some sort of blood manipulation, it could even change its form a bit. It was trapped with a series of spikes that had been pierced through its flesh, and they kept draining its blood and drinking it or something. I wouldn’t say it was all that powerful, below Champion rank for sure, but it seemed to be special. The four of us killed it in the end.”

His eyes widen, his pupils growing so large that I feel as if the entire world around me has disappeared. As he stares at me, I begin to feel lost in them, my mind wavering. His flame like hair blazes stronger, every strand rising high into the air.

“Lord Champion…” Zant says politely. The pressure disappears instantly as the Champion leans back, before tilting toward me and continuing his stare.

He taps quickly on the table, speaking rapidly. “You found an altar with a prophecy they also worshipped.”

“Yes.”

“You broke through the floor because you sensed something ‘interesting’ down there and found the one who had been the mastermind behind it all. A skeletal mora who had been mind controlling and influencing their whole organisation. And that guy started running the moment he saw your eyes, sensed your blood, and felt your, as you call it, black mana.”

“He was quite weak.”

“I don’t think he was really that weak, Nat,” Lily interjects. “He just couldn’t use his skills at all, so Taci and I had an easier time dealing with him, and I disintegrated him entirely.”

The Champion is breathing heavily at this point. “And then you returned to the main chamber as the place started to explode, and thousands of monsters appeared from the walls, with the skeletal mora’s death, but attendee Nathaniel was finally able to get through the anti-teleportation arrays and escape. But before you left, you pushed out all your remaining mana to destroy the place behind you, and some part of that explosion destabilized your teleportation and passed through as well, destroying the healing guild’s headquarters in the middle of my beautiful city.”

“It wasn’t even that big of an explosion-”

The Champion slams his desk with his fist. It cracks down the middle, vibrations spreading through the room and making everything rattle. Windows, my bones, metal, everything feels like it is about to break apart, but the man holds himself back just enough to keep the room standing.

“How does any of this make sense!?” he shouts. “How is it possible that not one of you is lying in the slightest? Just how ridiculous is this! And I’ve been told you have what attendees have referred to as an emotionless face, so why the hell are you smirking? It pisses me off!”

My hand shoots toward my face. I touch it, realizing I am truly wearing an almost imperceptible smile. I must be in a good mood after everything that happened in those evil caves and the adventure we went through. Quickly, I force my face back under control and stay quiet. I have a suspicion that silence is the right choice in front of this man.

As if praising me, I feel Zant tap my leg a few times, and I feel a sudden urge to pull on his cheeks. Meanwhile, for some reason, the Champion seems even angrier than he was before.

“Because of your help, I will overlook all that happened, partly because of my respect for Zant and the Great One he is connected to, but mess around in my city any further, and none of that will matter. Now, go before I change my mind,” he says, shooing us away.

As ordered, we stand up and leave, stepping out onto the plateau at the edge of the mountain. From there, a set of winding stairs made of carved rock leads down the mountainside toward the city.

The view is glorious, so I take the walk much slower than I probably should. It might also be because it’s pretty fun to watch Zant jump down stairs that are a bit too big for him, he occasionally lets out soft, squeak-like noises when a drop is steeper than the previous few. When I poke Lily, she starts secretly recording the tiny guy with her smartphone.

 







 

We reach Duncan’s house a bit later. Everyone is already waiting there, and for some reason, Lochi is present as well. Yes, that Lochi, the young, black haired lynthari boy with two tails whom I met the first time I entered this city.

“Greetings, Sir!” he calls out, approaching with a brisk energy. He stops before me and offers a firm, formal hand. “Truly, it is an honour to serve on an expedition of such high standing as yours.”

“What are you doing here?” I ask.

“Wow, how rude! I’m Sir Duncan’s disciple, gaining experience to become a true guide… I mean, a truer guide!”

“It’s fine, you already told me you were just posing as a guide before.”

“Oh, I did? Great! Did you know that I asked him to teach me because I heard you bring up his name the last time we met?” He laughs briefly.

“What luck. But what about your parents? You know this can be dangerous, right?”

“Of course, Sir! What do you take me for? But it’s just to the Lake City safe zone and back, and nothing bad could possibly happen with this many S ranks. By the way, Sir, isn’t it a bit… much to hunt with so many S ranks? Oh, and my parents just divorced, and I need money to take care of my siblings if you could…”

“He doesn’t have any siblings,” Weslin says, stepping closer and eyeing the shameless lynthari boy. “Duncan warned me about him. His parents are still together, too. He’s just trying to squeeze you for sympathy and shards.”

Lochi blinks. “M-maybe my parents were lying to me about having siblings? And t-they are still together? How great! Things must have changed without me knowing. Anyway, Sirs, I will go and quickly check if Master Duncan needs any help!”

The boy quickly disappears while Weslin and I watch him retreat.

“Zant already sent someone to explain what happened, but damn… really? Isn’t that just one of your cover-ups so you don’t get blamed for blowing up a guild in the middle of the city?” Weslin whispers by my side.

“There’s no way I’d do that, much less be smart enough to come up with a way to lie like that,” I say, shaking my head.

“If you say so, rookie. By the way, that Duncan guy is scary. I had a percentage in mind for his participation in this fishing trip, but somehow I found myself agreeing to twice that amount without knowing how. By the end, I even thought it was fair, and that we might be taking advantage of him.”

“That’s how he works,” I agree. “But first, let’s mess with the arm a bit more. Lily’s going to have to leave soon, and we want her to add some scary stuff to it.”

“I’m calling for Zant to keep an eye on it,” Weslin adds, already looking for him. “We don’t want it escaping into the city.”

“Yeah, let’s definitely do that.”

            


Chapter 829 - The Boys on a Fishing Trip


                The small, cozy living room has become quite crowded. There’s me, Lily, Savi, Morwag, Brich, Calvorn, Weslin, Tacita, Fuci, Duncan, and his two siblings, even Lochi. Oh, and Zant, though that adorable little fella doesn’t take up much space. May the Rulers bless his tiny soul.

Even if we are about to do something fun, I feel uncomfortable with so many people around. We’re all currently trying to surround the small container we’ve squeezed Morwag’s arm into. Where it was transparent before, it now has liquids sloshing inside. There’s also what looks to be some sort of gray mist with a greenish tint floating around it, as well as a pink liquid and other materials. At this point, the inscriptions drawn with my blood covering the surface seem to have more of those golden and white particles in the red liquid. I draw a few more just in case.

“Duncan, I know it is fun and all, but can you tell your siblings not to poke at the container? Whatever is inside is now likely to annoy even a Champion.”

With eyes wide in horror, Duncan pulls them away. They throw annoyed faces at me like I stole their favorite toy, so I stick my tongue out at them, much to their shock.

Looking around the room, I nod in satisfaction, seeing that everyone is intently staring at the container.

Then, I lift my hand high and slap that bad boy with the entire surface of my palm to generate a satisfying noise.

A good half of the gathered people jump. There are even screams and squeaks, meanwhile, Lily looks at me with an expression that clearly says she’d been expecting it. Well, at least she already examined all of us for any remnants of the Necrotic Rot and, according to her, removed it entirely, while using it as an inspiration for her own part.

“So,” I start after getting a few curses thrown at me, “we just make a tiny hole, and Lily will throw in whatever mutated monstrosity of a fake healing mark she’s prepared. Weslin, Savi, and I will hold whatever’s inside, keeping it from escaping. Morwag will bind the container. Brich will keep his hands to himself so he doesn’t steal anything, and Zant can continue to look cute.”

“Sir Gwyn, I will keep an eye on the container. If I have to interfere to stop the rot from escaping, I will have to report it.”

“Zant, you can do anything you want.”

The tiny vyssari nods seriously and stands to the side of the table. Seeing him next to the container makes me realize that it’s actually bigger than him. Maybe I could make one such container for him, too, and kidnap him to Earth after my tutorial ends.

I forcefully shake my head and look around. I don’t waste much more time planning or explaining. That’s the nice part of working with such skilled people, everyone knows their role and quickly adapts. They have to be like this to get where they are.

Then it all starts.

I weaken the defenses along with Morwag, and Lily makes a tiny hole into the container with her [Disintegration].

All that follows happens in less than a second.

A piece of Lily’s bone with her prepared abomination of a mark falls inside the container, which is surrounded by many layers of [Dawn] and [Eclipse], each layering closely over each other, and Weslin’s void continues to flicker as his heart beats loudly to increase his output.

Every one of us goes all out straight from the start. Brich sets up a field for our attempt so we don’t trigger every defensive array in the city or straight up turn the brains of the lower-leveled people around us into mush.

For the shortest moment, I think it will be easy. Then, pressure begins to leak out of the hole, and the outer sides of the hole crack, threatening to spread through the entire container. Morwag uses his primordial energy to prevent the container from cracking, while also using the piece Lily cut off to cover the hole, forcing the edges to unite and smoothly reseal. At one point, I notice that using his primordial energy seems to strain the demon more than usual.

All of this is happening while Weslin, Savi, and I push as hard as we can against whatever’s currently trying to get out.

Even so, it’s a losing battle. The piece we used to reseal it continues opening back up. The cracks widen, and the rot, in that sick gray and green color, attempts to get out by eating into our mana and Weslin’s primordial energy.

Lily’s [Disintegration] crashes against it and erases it a few times, only for the rot to continuously seep out, adapting and seemingly beginning to try and eat [Disintegration] instead.

When it looks like we’re about to have to attempt something much more drastic, it’s Zant who moves. He taps the side of the container with the sound of a chitin leg hitting glass.

Then the rot, as if scared, floods back inside, allowing us to fully reseal it and Morwag to bind it together. Right away, I slice my fingertip open and draw a few more inscriptions. I even sacrifice a few of the mana batteries I had prepared for just such a case, using them to further power the inscriptions and tie those batteries to the container.

Once it is done, I am confident that Duncan, his siblings, and Lochi have no idea how close it was to failure and just how much happened in that single second.

Zant stands there in his suit, which he continues to straighten. “As I said, I will have to report this, and I am sure the First One will be using this to his advantage,” he warns.

“It seems so,” I agree, but I don’t mind it that much. At the moment, it seems like a problem for Ruby and future Nathaniel.

“What just happened, and who is the First One?” Duncan asks. “And why did you stop so soon? Is it done already?”

“It is all done,” I confirm. “Zant, do you think the local Champion or healers could deal with it if it escaped?”

“I do not think so, Sir Nathaniel. The local Champion doesn’t possess such abilities, and the healers here are not all that powerful. On this floor, perhaps the King of the Third City could.”

“I see. Oh, and by the way, Duncan, this cute fella is the Vessel of the Ruler of Diligence.”

“No joke?” Duncan asks with wide eyes.

“I mean, it is not his fault, he’s a vessel for the destroyer of the Ancient Armory. Did you hear the story?”

“Of course, I heard the rumors, everyone did. The Ruler of Diligence got so angry during the Beyond Event that he buried the entire Armory out of spite, so the attendees could not get to it. Oh… I apologize, Zant. I hope I did not overstep.”

“No offense taken, Mister Duncan,” Zant nods seriously. “The Ruler of Diligence is not so petty as to react to such things.”

For some reason, as I look at Zant, it almost sounds like he wanted to add: unlike someone else. But that just cannot be.

Once again, I sit in the armchair and ask Zant what I was curious about. “Can you tell me how powerful you are?”

“I see no reason to hide it, Sir Gwyn. Each of the Ruler of Diligence’s vessels is comparable to a Champion.”

Sensing an opportunity, I ask further, “How many vessels does he have?”

“Currently, there are twenty-six of us, Sir Gwyn, with me being the youngest.”

The atmosphere seems to be calming down, but I notice Lily giving the container a much more careful look, as is everyone else around us. After what just happened, I can’t even blame them.

“And who is the most powerful among you?” I ask.

“It is Aant, he was the first of us.”

Everyone in the room goes silent as it dawns on them.

I ask carefully, “Zant, just in case… is the second vessel called Bant?”

“He is, Sir Gwyn,” the tiny vyssari nods.

I open my mouth. “And is the third called…” I pause there as I notice the gaze Lily is giving me, and I just wave it off.

 







 

Thirty minutes later, I stand outside of Duncan’s house near Lily and Tacita. Tacita keeps poking Fuci’s tiny nose while the golden ferret bites at her, only for Tacita to easily move her finger away every time. All of this happens at a speed that I am confident someone from Hard difficulty wouldn’t have a chance of tracking with their senses.

“Be careful,” Lily says, making me turn my attention back to her.

“You know me.”

“Yes, that is exactly why.”

“You be careful too. Don’t underestimate the 5th floor, even if it’s just a scouting and preparatory expedition.”

“With Tess, Lyraen, and your sister there as well? I don’t think I have to worry too much. At worst, I’ll just throw Jean into the Champion’s path.” She smiles and moves closer to tap my left arm a few times. With each tap, more healing marks move onto my skin. “I worked hard and improved them. They should help to keep you alive.”

It makes me remember something, and I remind Lily of it. “Do you remember how you used to tell me to give up on my healing passives, calling them trash?”

“They are,” she nods.

“And meanwhile, you keep giving me a limited number of healing marks, making me keep coming back for more. Isn’t it a bit like a subscription, just like these evil healers wanted?”

She snorts playfully. “And what do you pay with, if it’s a subscription?”

“With what, indeed,” I smile for the shortest moment with an ease that surprises even me before I feel that smile disappear.

Sensing the others inside beginning to gather, I wave to Lily and give a last look to Tacita and Fuci before heading back in.

 







 

After that, we are more or less ready. We take a short breather, gather the last of our baggage, and then head up to the 1st floor of Beyond. It isn’t even fishing season, but I don’t think that matters much, given just how much more I can compress mana when compared to the first fishing trip.

Once on the 1st floor, Duncan, reliable as always, quickly deals with his people while bringing Lochi along to teach him. He reserves a teleportation array to Lake City for us. He buys the best possible fish lure, and most of the cost comes out of his own pocket, much to Weslin’s surprise.

It isn’t that much of a surprise to me, though. I’m sure the experienced guide has already calculated it all out. He likely estimates this’ll be a big catch, so such petty spending is nothing to him, and it only serves to provide the others with an even better image of him.

And so, not long after, here we are.

The cold, dark, and mostly gray 1st floor’s Lake City. This time, there are no other groups fishing alongside us, so we spread out in small groups, everyone looking for the “feeling” Duncan described to us. He says it is a sense of pressure and a slight tingling in the fingers that usually marks where the biggest fish lie.

The lake allows for it, so we walk on its surface without sinking, each step sending out ripples. I watch Lochi excitedly jump up and down to create more ripples while Brich, who is currently watching him, starts doing the same.

Meanwhile, Duncan and I walk side by side. Being as smart as he is, he doesn’t try to repeatedly thank me or make a scene. He just behaves normally and talks to me about silly things while I listen and respond once in a while.

But at some point, I am unable to stop myself from digging into the past. I note, “You know, you could have tried to send a message to me and asked for help.”

The guide glances at me and smiles. “It isn’t that easy. I just felt we barely knew each other, and it would have been too shameless.”

“Duncan, I have a sister. If it came to her safety, I would be the most shameless person in existence. I would be crying in front of your door every day, begging for money.”

He laughs. “Maybe I was too prideful for my own good.”

“Prideful…” I say, sensing him looking at me while I overlook the lake. “Wouldn’t you take more pride in doing all you can, no matter what others think?”

Before he can answer, we hear shouts from Weslin, who’s currently standing with Morwag near the center of the lake. Quickly, we gather there as well, looking at our feet as if any of us could see something. We’re all fishing experts now, interpreting this weird feeling of tingling in our fingers.

“I guess it is my time to take my disciple and ditch you for the city. I don’t think there’s any chance this will be a normal fish,” Duncan says, then takes a small box from his bag. “Be careful with it. It’s fragile, and you don’t want to break it before you soak it with as dense a concentration of mana as possible.”

He opens the box, and unlike the lure he sold me the first time, this one is about the size of an apple. The surface is shriveled, and there’s a very strong fruity scent to it, along with the smell of the sea. It’s so strong it almost makes me lightheaded. Duncan even supports Lochi, as he sways and almost falls.

The guide says, “The same as last time. Fill it with as much mana as you can and squeeze! Oh, and give me a few minutes to return to Lake City.”

With a smile, he and Lochi head out, leaving the five of us behind. There is no need to say much as everyone prepares. Savant does Savant things. Weslin gathers his void and activates his body reinforcement, while Brich deploys a few items, some of which look a lot like drones. Morwag, on the other hand, just stands there menacingly.

I do the same, triggering my arrays and swapping to more combat-oriented sub minds, as well as increasing the speed of the mana and blood circulating through my body.

As soon as I see Duncan and Lochi enter the safe zone, I reach out and gather ambient mana. I pull it out of the air and force it to bend to my will, reaching as far as I can. The density is nowhere close to what my body produces, but it is something.

My sealed Ignition Heart beats louder as I pull more thermal energy from it to immediately convert into mana, then I compress all I have gathered, creating a pitch-black orb.

Brich watches it through his visor with fascination, and I notice Savant taking note as well.

I lift my arm to raise the orb higher into the air and pull more ambient mana from further away, taking even the tiny bits I had been unable to pull before due to their low density.

Then I carefully lower it, pressing it against the fruit. It shrivels and cracks further, turning smaller in size until it fits into my palm. Closing my hand around it, I hold it and squeeze in an explosion of aromatic scent.

From the fruit emerges a single shining droplet, with all the colors of the rainbow, that falls toward the surface.

For a second, there is silence.

Then, one powerful ripple runs through the entire lake from where the droplet fell. It creates a wave twice as tall as I am, making the surface we stand on rock like a wild sea.

Another ripple creates an even stronger wave, and then another. All over the lake, dozens of enormous, human-like hands pierce the surface. Using the wavy surface of the lake, they pull themselves up. Dozens of fish, salmon-like, carp-like, small, colorful, all kinds of weird fish, appear everywhere, each with many eyes and multiple pairs of arms.

Every one of us moves away as the surface under us explodes. A single hand, bigger than any of the other fish in their entirety, pierces the surface. With movements showing off its enormous strength, the monster pulls itself onto the surface while we balance on the rolling waves and watch it.

It has six pairs of arms, each of a different length. Its body is the size of a plane, coiling around it with dark scales reminiscent of armor, each a deep blue and green color. The head is blunt, armored, and features a jaw filled with curving teeth.

Around it, mana spirals like the eye of a maelstrom, pulled there by the immense mana reserves the monster holds. Unlike any other fish we’ve ever seen, it has just two pale, luminous eyes, and they ignore everyone else to lock onto me.

[Leviathan Fish - lvl ????]

            


Chapter 830 - Werewolf and Leviathan Fish


                POV Dennis

(I move, you attack.) I hear my brother’s voice say in my head, and I squeeze the short sword and dagger I hold.

(Be fast,) I send, and my body moves by itself. [Haste] activates, and [Reinforcement] connects to it, forcing them to work in sync. All the stats I currently possess come together to launch us ahead, and the ruins of enormous buildings that couldn’t have been built by human hands turn into a blur around me as we take on the Beyond trial.

With an explosion tearing outward, only to be followed by an implosion in the next instant, dozens of attacks begin to track our movements. Aaron jumps into the air and twists to avoid more, while I move the weapons in our hands into position to deflect the spears of mana. Aaron connects us to the ground, making us land much faster, and I throw the dagger at our opponent.

The werewolf, though incomprehensibly weaker than the one we met on the 9th floor, dodges under that dagger. However, the mana I wrapped around the blade to sharpen it still cuts several strands of brown fur as it passes by.

Another attack shoots our way, and it is me who uses [Connection] this time. We reappear near the pillar where the dagger landed after missing the werewolf. I grab it, and Aaron lands with our legs against the pillar to push us away, connecting us to the ground to make us land faster, before exploding into another sprint.

Even now, the werewolf roars and moves, twisting and attempting to get out of the hole, a trap we prepared while we observed and tracked it. Now the werewolf is half buried in the hole, which we specifically dug to ensure it wouldn’t be able to get out of that quickly, with only its upper body peeking out. But even then, it is bigger than us. And more orbs and projectiles form around it as it launches them our way.

Another spin and pirouette in the air avoids them all, and using [Connection] to bind us to the wall brings us to it, allowing us to stand on its vertical surface as if it were the ground. Then, as the barrage comes to an end, the werewolf begins to grow, its eyes reddening and muscles bulging as it does.

(Im ready,) I send.

(Let’s go then.)

(Together.)

(Together.)

We leap from the wall and land on the ground. Our muscles bulge only for them to shrink in the next moment as we bury our feet into the earth.

[Haste] 

[Haste]

[Haste]

We stack the skill several times until even our reinforced bodies and stats begin to strain, and the werewolf seems to notice. It twists with more strength, even at the cost of taking more damage, and the ground around it explodes outwards just as we charge.

Both of our minds connect just as multiple projectiles fly towards us. We use both of our minds’ calculative power to observe the structure, and then, just as Nat taught us, we connect and take control of them all.

The projectiles miss us by barely a hair’s breadth and begin to twist behind our backs. But we’re much faster. We reach the werewolf before it can fully free itself. Mana covers both of the blades, oscillating and sharp, extending their range just as I swing with the dagger.

The werewolf’s hand flies away.

I swing the shortsword.

Another hand flies away, and its blood burns our face.

The werewolf snaps with that huge maw at us and bites into our neck, only to reveal it as an illusion a second later as we move just the tiniest bit to the side. Instead, the maw takes a chunk of our shoulder as it bites down, and our dagger stabs into the beast’s eye, and the sword cuts its side just as we move around.

With a roar, the werewolf twists, the ground exploding out from under it and showering us with the remains of our trap as it then lowers itself to charge and take another bite out of us. That’s when the projectiles we connected to and took over slam into its side, piercing through and wounding it even further.

Once again, I connect to the dagger and teleport back, grabbing it even as it remains lodged in the beast’s eye. This time, we have more mana to work with, and I send it through until the oscillating blade pierces the head of the faltering monster.

(Dodge!) Aaron shouts.

I combine my efforts with his, jumping back and connecting to the nearby pillar. I feel an attack cut through our side, and our fall accelerates just as a burst of mana explodes around the werewolf.

Pierced with its own projectiles and a dagger through its head, it roars, and steam rises from the wounds as they attempt to close. The severed limbs begin to regenerate. Bones stretch, and nerves and muscles reach out to twist back into limbs.

(Fucking ridiculous,) Aaron groans. (All out?)

(All out,) I confirm. (Go for the neck.)

Aaron takes control of our body, dropping into a similar stance to before. Our muscles bulge and shrink, tightening like a spring ready to launch, something Lily taught us. I squeeze the shortsword, feeding it more mana until the oscillating pale blue blade becomes darker, lengthening and widening. It isn’t much longer, but it is much broader now.

A last deep breath in. A few last calculations. Then, [Haste] stacked five times.

Everything turns into a blur that we can’t perceive, not even with our conjoined minds. Our body moves strictly on the orders given to it, hurtling toward a target we hope won’t manage to avoid the strike. We move at the absolute full speed we are capable of.

The view only clears once we find ourselves smashing into a pillar. The impact forces us to slow down, throwing us to the side and through a nearby wall. Even then, we push the pain away, rolling back onto our feet to look toward the werewolf.

In the wake of our movement, the werewolf only manages to catch up now. It turns around, lowering itself to charge, but then remains standing in confusion and unmoving. Slowly, along an incredibly smooth cut, its head slides off its neck. A cut, short strands of fur fly down, flickering in the beams of light covering the ruins. Another cut reveals itself as the body splits diagonally and then vertically, the pieces sliding down and away from each other.

Even then, we continue to move, holding our side as we limp closer from the place we landed. Ignoring efficiency this time, the sword blazes with oscillating mana as we reach the pile of flesh that already seems to be trying to regenerate.

(Mini Lily,) I groan in pain, fully feeling the weight of the wounds.

We apply [Haste] to our arm alone. It begins moving in a blur, cutting further down into the werewolf. We search for the heart and the brain, cutting as many times as we can until the beast finally stops moving.

(Lily would’ve tanked that.) Aaron chuckles weakly, and I join him.

I don’t even know who’s moving the body now as we reach the pillar and slide down, covered in multiple wounds and many broken bones.

(Painful way?) I ask.

(Yeah, why the hell not,) Aaron says. (I swear, I sometimes want to disconnect so I can’t feel this shit.)

(Go on then.)

(Looking for a beating?)

(As if you could ever beat someone as pretty as me. Have you seen this face?)

(Unfortunately,) Aaron says, staying connected as we endure the pain together.

Together, we use [Haste] to speed up our natural regeneration, but it comes with a massive price. Any pain that would usually be spread out over the duration of the healing is inflicted now all at once as the process accelerates. For some reason, it even seems to hurt more than it should.

And in the meantime, I check the most important of the notifications we just got.

 



Congratulations, you have successfully completed your Beyond Trials and may now enter Beyond.

You can now buy Beyond Stay Tokens from the system shop. They will also be included as rewards for certain floor and side quests. You may also earn Beyond Stay tokens within Beyond itself.

After entering Beyond, you will receive more information and be assigned a handler.

Well done!

 







 

POV Nathaniel

Morwag slams into the Leviathan Fish first, using the full force of his body. My thoughts are already accelerated as I take notice of the small tears dotting his skin. His binding seems to have been acting strangely lately. Just what is he planning?

Then I have to dodge. I use a pulse of kinetic energy to push myself underwater just as a beam of tri colored mana passes exactly where I’d been standing.

Once underwater, I boost myself again to evade as the beam twists to follow me, then I surge back onto the surface in a spray of water. With one hand, I comb my wet hair back from my face and remove my glasses.

A blast of kinetic energy tosses one of the weaker fish aside just as it’s about to attack me. Mana rises around me as I face the tri colored beam I’ve been observing. Just before hitting me, it shatters into a rain of mana particles that blast against me and whip behind me, like sand sent flying by a wind turbine.

Behind me, all that mana twists and flies back toward me. A crown forms above my head. Within it, mana begins to spin, pulling in both the ambient mana and the particles I’ve been breaking down. Almost as if my own maelstrom is facing off against the Leviathan’s.

Morwag breaks one of the creature’s arms, and then Weslin is there as well. His body reinforcement takes a more technical approach than Morwag’s, the output isn’t as high, but it’s more skilled and far less damaging to his own body. Every attack thrown at him disappears. He easily ignores the mana radiation from the Leviathan, even as it continues to ramp up. Occasionally, he uses his void to break the attacks the monster launches at him, stripping them of their intent.

Savant and Brich, meanwhile, move to attack the smaller fish. Each of these proving themselves comparable to an A or B rank, something I remember giving me quite a bit of trouble not even that long ago.

Weslin dodges, but Morwag gets hit and blasted under the wavy surface of the lake. In that same moment, my [Empyrean Lance] stabs through the Leviathan. I fire another, but it gets deflected by the armored scales atop its wide head as the beast twists to block. With the sound and fury of a jet engine on a rocket shooting off to the moon, another tri colored mana blast shoots from its mouth. It splits the wavy lake apart, piercing through one of the weaker fish as it heads straight for me.

Just as before, it breaks apart before me, feeding into my maelstrom. Yet the stream doesn’t stop. It continues to ramp up, changing and widening, even as Weslin pummels the side of the Leviathan and Morwag slams back down onto the surface of its head.

The monster’s domain, which I recognize as a high level [Mana Domain] begins to spread, making all the mana in the area seem brighter without affecting the other colors.

With a last thump of my Ignition Heart, I redistribute all thermal energy into mana. I reach into the crown, and [Eclipse] fans out around me like ink staining paper. All color drains away, making that already vibrant mana even more intense.

The beam breaks apart entirely, and this time, I mimic its structure and create one of my own, powered by the output of both of my hearts. Pale blue, dark blue, and purple combine as it roars ahead, carving the same path as the previous one. Unlike the monster, I continue to narrow it, compressing it until it’s only about as thick as my torso. [Empyrean Lance] forms in front of me and flickers immediately as I pull it apart.

The energy that created it feeds into the beam, causing a faint gold and white core to appear. The sound becomes high pitched as the beam pierces through the side of the Leviathan.

Flailing in distress, it throws both Weslin and Morwag away, and then the creature starts swimming through the air quickly, teleporting a number of times while using droplets of mana filled water as tethers.

My beam shifts, trailing it. I have to stay aware of where I point it as the light reaches more than a mile into the distance. It cuts through the water and three more fish along the way. Savant swings his single white feathered wing to jump above the blast, and I dip the beam below Brich as he stabs Calvorn through yet another fish.

Once again, the beam reaches the Leviathan just as the beast teleports into the distance, leans back, and gathers mana from its incredible reserves. Within our clashing domains, it shoots another beam that crashes directly into my own.

The roar of the jet engine cuts out, replaced by a low, vibrating hum that shakes my bones and creates a myriad of tiny ripples across the surface of the lake. The pressure builds until my vision starts to bleed red at the edges.

Even then, the Leviathan isn’t budging. It starts to lean into the blast, its massive mana output growing larger as it forces its way toward me.

In the slowed world of my thought acceleration, I observe it all. The monster, the wavelengths of mana, and the droplets of water splashing into the air, only to be evaporated by the friction between the two beams of mana.

Just the right amount of light lands on the lake and the monster, emphasizing its armored scales and creating contrast to the dark water under the surface.

And I think.

What a beautiful day.

The Leviathan’s beam pushes against mine as I let go for a moment, taking that heartbeat to manifest my vessel behind my back. It appears there, just as scarred as I am.

Then, the beam that seemed about to reach me stops as I pick up the slack. A few lashes of mana still cut into me, causing my Empyrean ichor to drip onto the surface of the lake. And the water ripples once more, and even more fish pierce the surface with almost maniacal expressions as they rush toward me.

My beam shoots ahead again, this time with much more force as I fully open the last seal on my Ignition Heart.

[Redistribution - lvl 79 > Redistribution - lvl 80]

            


Chapter 831 - Truly, a royal gift


                The Leviathan dodges the beam by diving underwater, and the surface of the lake instantly grows calm.

My vessel, manifested behind me, grows in size as I expand [Eclipse] to fully encompass the beam of mana I now hold frozen in the air. The vessel, now three times my own height and consisting of only a torso, buries its hands within the beam. Using the mana contained within, it manifests a sword and pulls it free. Five colored this time. A dark blue blade with wisps of purple and light blue, and a gold and white core.

I ignore all the fish attacking me as Mapthaniel takes control of the vessel and swings at the enormous fish, cleanly cutting through each of them.

Mana based attacks aimed my way pulse out and weaken, wildly crashing against me and my vessel in a storm of dust-like particles of mana. Meanwhile, I stare down at my feet, tracking the Leviathan’s enormous mana signature.

There are just a few seconds during which I will be able to handle the full output of my heart, even with my vessel taking on most of the strain, so I better make the best out of it.

A pulse of my mana expands over an area several miles wide and then bounces back to me, informing me of the position of each of the boys and all the fish. I share that information with Mapthaniel. Then, the entire frozen beam of mana breaks apart and mixes itself with the mana I’ve redistributed from my heart. All of it, like a torrential wave, crashes into the lake and pierces into it, expanding and attacking the Leviathan swimming below, gathering more and more mana as it goes.

Another of my arrays is prepared, and so while swinging the sword, my vessel frees one of its arms, reaching into the air and drawing an inscription with a glowing bead of mana at the tip of the finger. Continuously, I expand [Weave] over a wider area, growing it in size as my domain devours what remains of the Leviathan’s presence on the surface.

[Weave - lvl 16 > Weave - lvl 17]

[Weave - lvl 17 > Weave - lvl 18]

The Leviathan’s mana clashes against my own once again, just as my vessel finishes drawing and pokes a woven array. It activates just once, flashing, expanding, and influencing just a single wavelength of mana. The one the Leviathan was using to teleport.

My vessel remains on the surface as I push myself underwater with a blast of kinetic energy that sends a geyser of water exploding into the air. All the mana I sent ahead and in my possession redistributes, converting back to golden thermal energy. 

The powerfully beating heart in my chest generates more as I go, and I instantly evaporate a wide bubble of water around me, clearing space, leaving me floating in the middle.

Another attack shoots at the charging Leviathan, bouncing off its armored head. Even unable to teleport anymore, it flies as if it swims, and dozens more arms appear around it, these ones made of mana. They clash against the golden flames, which I turn into the shape of arms as well.

The surface of the lake explodes again as my vessel dives in, and Mapthaniel hands control back over to me as it moves behind my back. My output instantly increases, and the strain of everything I was handling before lessens to a great extent. The waterless bubble triples in size, as does the number of flaming golden arms. They begin to tear apart their mana based counterparts, burning them, and the heat continues to rise, causing some of the Leviathan’s scales to crack under the output of the Champion grade thermal heart.

Blood drips from my finger, elongating and taking on a coat of flickering mana and gold and white light as I combine it with [Empyrean Lance].

Another pre-prepared array triggers, sending out a pulse of [Eclipse] that drains the colors from the air and, for a split second, pushes away the monster’s [Mana Domain]. Then, in quick succession, I use [Redistribution] to convert all the flames back to mana and then use that mana to power [Eclipse] once again, turning the whole space around us black and white.

Within this near colorless place, a lance speckled with my blood roars ahead in an explosion of kinetic energy that, because of the sheer amount I injected it with, escapes my control, throwing me to the side and eating a good chunk out of my shoulder.

Neither me nor the Leviathan is able to track the brilliant lance. Just for a moment, there is a light, and then it is gone. A hypersonic boom ripples multiple times in a row, breaking my eardrums and pushing away the water around me and vaporizing it. Then follows the sound of a violent, low frequency thump so deep that it almost feels like a punch.

The maelstrom that is the Leviathan’s body comes to a halt as a hole appears through the exact center of its head, where the armored scales are thickest. All of its mana escapes its control as its body begins to twitch, and the human arms start to spasm. The fish opens its mouth in a soundless scream as it twists and coils onto itself.

It stops moving for a second. Then its enormous heart beats again. The head closes its eyes, and something else takes over. Just the impulses and instincts of the body.

Where its control over its mana previously carried a rough beauty and skill, it is now merely crude. The pulsating heart beats louder and stronger, each pulse sending much more mana rushing through it than before, damaging the body and seeping into the area. But that’s all, just a huge amount of mana handled poorly. Gone is the beauty.

The seal over my Ignition falls back into place, and its wild thumping against the inside of my chest weakens as I take the mana that remains and move it to the crown over my head, which starts to calm down as well. My vessel disappears as well, leaving just me and a mindless body throwing itself about like a living nuclear plant simply generating mana.

Regalia surrounds me and grows in size to face the airplane sized monster as I grab hold of it. [Eclipse] stops the mana radiation from touching me, and my eyes break it down into tiny particles that I seize and feed to my crown.

We are thrown through the water at high speed, while the Leviathan doesn’t even try to bite me, simply smashing its head against me while its hands twitch in jerky spasms in an attempt to tear my armor apart. I form a sword in one of Regalia’s hands and cut into its head.

My senses break through the natural barrier, and I find a second, smaller brain. Twisting and throwing the body to the side, I reach it, bury Regalia’s hand in it, destroying it as well.

[You have defeated Leviathan Fish - lvl 461]

[Lvl 419 > Lvl 420]

[Lvl 420 > Lvl 421]

[Lvl 421 > Lvl 422]

[Lvl 422 > Lvl 423]

Finally, the body slows down, not moving anymore.

For a while, I stay there, breaking apart and taking in all the mana I can get and feeding it to my crown.

When I’m finished, I convert a burst of mana into kinetic energy to launch myself back toward the surface, hauling the body and head with me. I break through the water to land on the surface of the calm lake, walking across the surface as I pull the remains behind me.

Regalia shrinks before disappearing entirely, to be stored in an array by one of my subminds as I look around. There is still some fighting going on, but it mostly seems to be over, while the boys mostly compete over who can get more of the fish. Though some aren’t likely to be usable at all with the amount of damage they’ve caused.

Out of curiosity, I drop a few more droplets of my blood onto the surface, but this time I get no reaction. It seems there are no more fish available, but looking at how many of them are lying around, I won’t complain.

When the last one dies, Morwag, Weslin, Savant, and Brich all move in closer. They show hints of the fight we went through, but none have any serious wounds and are still more than combat ready.

“You should tell your guide not to move out yet,” Savant says, still holding the Sword of Aeons in his hand with the white wing behind his back. The orange light from his domain continues to flicker about as I track his gaze to the body of the Leviathan Fish.

That huge body begins to twitch, and Savant charges with both kinetic energy and mana. He stabs the sword to the side, but it is already too late as the side of the Leviathan explodes into gore. Scales fly away, and blood and organs are gouged out as something fast escapes, landing against Morwag, who lifts his arm as it bites into his forearm.

It is a lynthari with two tails and a body and face entirely covered in tattoos. Looking at the color of the skin and the look it’s giving us, I immediately identify the lynthari as a lurker.

[Reanimated Corpse - lvl ???]

Morwag flings his arm, and the lynthari flies to the side, moving like an animal and ducking under Weslin’s attack.

A lurker that the Leviathan must have eaten. Now that the fish is dead, the lurker’s heart beats out, generating mana once again without the enormous mana pool of the Leviathan Fish to suppress it.

As Savant attacks it again, the lurker teleports away and then does it again. Every time he takes a step to move, the air in front of him wavers as if the space itself were changing, and it teleports. In a way that seems almost similar to Ruby’s. And the more mana the lurker gathers, the farther and faster it teleports and the stronger it becomes.

But it doesn’t run away yet. It teleports through my disruption and avoids Morwag’s charge only to crash into the Leviathan’s body, piercing through to the other side. When it appears there, the lynthari holds the core, the most valuable part of the fish.

The thought of observing the way the lynthari teleports escapes my mind as all my effort goes into disruption. This time, I succeed, and the teleport cancels halfway. Savant tracks the exit somehow, already waiting there with a sword he swings at the lurker.

The lynthari bites into the blade, and the core it holds glows, sending a pulse of torrential mana that pours out an enormous amount. Savant tries to attack, but the lynthari steps back, almost pulling the sword out of Savant’s hand.

I react slowly as I observe with fascination how the lurker takes control over the mana generated by the core and its own body. I observe the wavelengths, finding an easy means of choking it out. It is a fascinating way of handling mana, and yet weak somehow. The kind that dies off easily, in contrast to a greater mana pool. That’s probably why it ended in the belly of the Leviathan for who knows how many years.

The lynthari uses teleportation powered by the entirety of the mana he gathered, and I track the way it does that.

“Duncan will take care of the fish,” I say to the others as I connect to the remains of the teleport. I send more mana through to keep it open, widen it, and prepare to follow through as I turn to the rest. “I want to see where it wants to run. Are you coming?”

Weslin shakes his head and stops by my side with less excitement than Morwag. Even Savant and Brich lower their natural barriers.

Then I teleport us through, tracking the lynthari. The distance is much longer than I would have expected, with a few stops along the way as the lurker needs to pause to gather more mana. However, I have no such need and power it with my reserves alone, the environment around us shifting and shifting. It weaves through ambient mana and sometimes passes through what feel like invisible rivers of mana and many arrays that couldn’t have been set by the locals or attendees.

The ways the lynthari skillfully uses the environment to teleport over such great distances are new and fascinating to me, so I’m learning as much as I can.

At some point, I begin to estimate the direction we head and the lengths of the teleports, and my heartbeat speeds up. Looking at the others, I am not the only one.

When we finally stop, there is the darkness of a cave and a soft male voice that speaks.

“Aahhhhhh, so you have finally returned from your mission. Just how many decades has it been? I thought I had lost you, you, one of my favorite puppets.” The voice stops before speaking again. Now, the way it reflects sounds like it speaks in our direction. “And you even brought a guest. A gift. Oh yes. They can come, but they cannot leave. Puppets. Great puppets. Very impressive ones. Shining even more than you did in life. And there’s something else there as well. Truly, a royal gift.”

My thermal cube manifests and spins, lifting up into the air and generating more and more of a gentle orange golden light. It fills not a cave, but what seems to be the inside of an enormous body, with huge organs hanging all around that I couldn’t even hope to recognize. Flesh and bones and a wet, fleshy, unmoving surface we find ourselves standing on.

And the lynthari stands next to the dark figure. It has wide open, unblinking eyes that are entirely red, whites, pupils, all of it. And the entire figure is black. It has the proportions of a shriveled human body, but I can’t pick up any more details. It’s just entirely black.

[Dhampir Lord - lvl ????]

I can’t see the figure’s mouth, but I can feel the smile in its voice as the red eyes turn to Brich. “Truly a most welcome surprise. My master’s sword, his fragment, his bond, his power manifested.”

Before any of us can move, the figure is standing next to Brich. The lumoran can’t even react before his body is flung to the side in an explosion of blood, chunks of armor, and failed automatic defenses. And in the place where Brich stood, the Dhampir Lord stands, holding Calvorn, which begins to chuckle as the blade splits out to reveal teeth and a long tongue.

            


Chapter 832 - Lurker After Lurker


                “Hey, you trash, how dare you put your nasty hands on me?” The sword says as it suddenly stops chuckling.

The Dhampir doesn’t seem to be affected in the least and smiles gently. “As harsh as always when you don’t try to trick people. Have you given up on that already?”

“A fucking traitor like you should just keep your mouth shut. Do you want me to use your brother’s voice? Will you cry again when I do? So, how’s your life, you bitch? Do you enjoy reviving every few hundred years anytime someone kills you? Has so many revives already left you demented? I can sense that you’ve been greatly weakened.” Calvorn chuckles, a wet tongue flicking as he changes his voice. This time, reminding me of a certain nonchalant Wraith, the being Adrian now possesses within the half formed figure constantly floating behind him. “Are you even still a Champion, Alistair, or just a leech on this body? Just how low have you fallen?” The sword’s voice switches back to harsh. “You fucking…”

Calvorn doesn’t get to finish as the blade shuts, closing the mouth, and the Dhampir turns around. “Take care of our guests,” he says, and simply turns to leave.

Before I can blink, the lynthari uses that teleportation of his to get in front of me. Some sort of spatial skill presses against me in an attempt to block my own teleportation, and the kinetic blast I throw at him disappears, teleported away, to hit Morwag instead, who is thrown to the side.

Out of the darkness, a dozen more lurkers appear, teleported here by the lynthari.

I swap into my kinetic stance as I turn to face the lynthari, who, upon seeing that, teleports away. At the same time, he continues to hold the core, using its mana to strengthen his skills as more and more lurkers begin to appear within this place, with them gradually rising to higher and higher levels.

Morwag and Weslin are already fighting them. I see Weslin’s void cancel out a lurker’s flight to reach him quickly as he uses the palm of his hand to cut off its head. Morwag face tanks a kick from a huge velnar, using his own horns to stab the lurker and, with a twist, throws him against the ground, as the demon’s speed increases and he stomps on the velnar’s head.

“I’ll take care of the lynthari!” Savant shouts at me as he absorbs multiple attacks and, with a swing of his wing, follows the teleporting guy.

“Got it,” I call back to him and watch Brich’s body twist and crack and snap back to life as he takes a deep breath. For a moment, he looks around in confusion, but quickly moves, avoids an attack, and begins to fight the multiple lurkers grouping up against him.

My [Empyrean Lance] stabs through a tanky looking velnar, preparing to attack me, with all his defenses failing to put up a fight. The lance just tears through his field, the barrier he places over his skin, his natural barrier, and continues on through his body.

[You have defeated Reanimated Corpse - lvl 382]

Another lurker lifts what feels like a mid arcane bow, nocking a glowing mana projectile to the string. I observe it, my eyes decipher the structure, and I pull on a string that destabilizes it, causing it to explode and throw the lurker away. Another of my projectiles follows, piercing through his head.

[You have defeated Reanimated Corpse - lvl 397]

A huge mace crashes against my body, but I absorb all of its kinetic energy, and it barely feels like a push. My body doesn’t even move.

I move that kinetic energy, narrow it, and feed more into it. The air shakes as the lurker’s head explodes like a watermelon.

[You have defeated Reanimated Corpse - lvl 275]

Another barrage of mana projectiles crashes against my back, and I don’t even bother putting up a barrier against them. I don’t even have to turn around as they turn into a cloud of particles that the maelstrom of my Mana Crown quickly absorbs.

In quick succession, I send multiple tricolored orbs through the lines I’ve woven throughout this place, and they explode one after another.

[You have defeated Reanimated Corpse - lvl 249]

[You have defeated Reanimated Corpse - lvl 266]

[You have defeated Reanimated Corpse - lvl 210]

…

I use the structure of my [Weave] to teleport away, even as the lynthari lurker tries to suppress our spatial skills, even as he’s fighting with Savant. Rising high into the air, I locate more powerful signatures.

Sensing danger, I push myself to the side, and a projectile I instantly recognize brushes past me, disrupting my mana as it does so. It stabs into the fleshy wall and continues to fly far away, carrying that familiar golden and white core.

My attention quickly snaps to the lurker who shot the Empyrean bolt. I locate him, a mora, as tall as they come, wearing old, tattered robes and lifting a staff as tall as he is. The staff is almost akin to a small tree with branches and a glowing crystal floating between them.

Another Empyrean bolt shoots at me just as I teleport away, and then start moving toward the lurker.

He expects it. The place where I appear is suddenly surrounded by a field that makes me feel like I’m moving through molasses.

My own [Empyrean Lance] shoots ahead to deflect another Empyrean bolt. It misses me, just as my lance misses him. But it buys me enough time to comprehend the field. My [Eclipse] flashes, the hold on me disappears, and this time I move toward him with Wraith Dance while keeping my domain close to my skin, disrupting any attempt to stop me.

When I notice the lurker shooting a few Empyrean bolts toward Morwag, I use my own lance to deflect them. Before I reach the lurker, a sword as long as I am tall manifests in my hands. My body creaks as I momentarily boost it with both kinetic energy and mana, swinging into the mora lurker.

The sword cuts through multiple barriers and fields. All of his disruptions fail as the blade pierces deep into his body.

In reaction, he shifts the staff like a weapon and swings it at me. I let go of the sword and launch dozens of kinetic blasts at him, channeling them quickly one after another. He stops half of them, but the latter ones break through his barriers, riddling his body with holes and causing him to stumble back. Another sword manifests in my hand, and I boost myself up to take off his head.

[You have defeated Reanimated Corpse - lvl 401]

Before he can fall, I grab the tall staff. Through my eyes, I observe its function. In a split second, my mana cycles through it to learn how it operates before I lift it and slam the bottom against the ground. 

A huge portion of my mana flows in and pouring out from the staff, and a field like a cloud of molasses begins to spread. It is not unlike a kinetic hold, but it is mana based and much more effective, requiring less effort even if it can’t fully halt enemy movement. The advantage is that it slows both mana and kinetic based attacks.

I twist around, activating another function. My mana flows toward the top, into the crystal between the branches, where it bounces around within, strengthening with each rebound and narrowing. Like a laser, a beam of cutting mana shoots out. I spin it around, tracking and cutting through dozens of lurkers.

[You have defeated Reanimated Corpse - lvl 346]

[You have defeated Reanimated Corpse - lvl 278]

…

[Lvl 423 > Lvl 424]

The power contained in the crystal dies off, requiring another dose of mana, but instead, I lift it quickly to fend off an attack from a blue glowing axe that bites into the staff with the swing. I note that it’s being held by a vyssari woman, a lurker who turns into red and white lightning, zigzagging around me to attack me from behind.

I let go of the huge, cumbersome staff and switch to kinetic movement as I jump over the next swing of her axe. I boost myself, flying to the side to avoid a primordial lightning projectile and then shift back into the same space. With my palm covered in oscillating mana, I swing at her, but she simply turns into lightning, swiftly avoiding me once again.

I track her movement, and when she reappears, a blast of kinetic energy reverberates through the air, only for her to avoid that as well.

She’s about to charge me again when Weslin’s void disrupts her primordial energy, and the half demon lands beside her with a slam. As she swings her axe at him, he disrupts whatever energy surrounds it and grabs the blade of the axe with his bare hands before his kick caves in her chest and throws her against the wall.

A dozen of my projectiles pierce through a human lurker about to attack him, and I teleport away just as an explosion lands where I once stood.

More and more lurkers continue to be teleported by the lynthari lurker Savant is still hunting, though I don’t see any of them as I focus on gathering more mana and continue charging out of the vicinity to avoid more projectiles. 

My domain expands as I choke off another explosion, preparing to drown the battlefield, and I track its source. Two weird domains press against mine, trying to destroy my [Weave], but I just feed it more mana to strengthen the ley lines it’s composed of and weave it tighter into this space.

Another of my lances shoots at the lurker, preparing a wide range bombardment, before I duck to the side as Savant flies past me, his wing flickering to stop his momentum. Right after, leaving the air shaking, kinetic energy vibrates through the space in a familiar set of movements.

I feel sick as I lift my eyes to see the lynthari lurker standing there in the distance. And next to him is a tall male demon with long white hair and short black horns. Even dead and reduced to a lurker, his face is handsome, and his eyes retain a hint of the demon’s red.

In a fast, twitchy movement, the demon lurker avoids Morwag’s attack and, in a burst of speed, hits my guildmate multiple times, dancing away as Morwag returns the attack. 

I watch as all the kinetic energy he absorbed slams into the ground, exploding a crater into this space of flesh and oversized organs, which then all freeze in the air. Droplets of blood, pieces of flesh, and even some nearby lurkers are suspended as if frozen in time.

He is about to attack Morwag again when Savant charges at him, swinging his sword, only for the lurker to tilt to the side and avoid the sword.

Savant’s movements are much faster and much more powerful. The lurker can’t even hope to absorb it all. Yet, when it comes to melee, something like raw power won’t work against him. Even if he is a hundred or so levels lower.

The demon lurker uses dozens of bursts of kinetic energy, each feeding on the last as they bounce within his body. Some move him, some are feints against Savant’s kinetic senses, and some are meant to deal with the sheer momentum he’s generating.

Once again, he avoids Savant’s attacks in twitchy, unpredictable movements, and when Morwag moves to attack him, a Needle Point, this one truly as narrow as a needle, pierces through the muscular demon’s body in multiple places. These attacks are incredibly small, yet all are directed at the ligaments, causing Morwag to slow down and falter until he almost falls to his knees.

Even then, Morwag refuses to use his primordial binding, and the demon lurker slams a fist into his face before avoiding Savant and jumping away as Savant uses his domain.

“Morwag, with me!” I shout as I slide deeper into [Focus] to force my eyes off the lurker.

Meanwhile, another lurker that I recognize as the one known as Specter reappears from somewhere behind my back, about to stab a dagger through me, but I already knew about him. Before he even materializes fully, a spike made of mana stabs through the entirety of his body, causing him to die and drop the dagger.

A notification dings, and I stand there with clenched teeth as Morwag, annoyed, turns toward me. Seeing my expression, his eyes narrow further, and he leaves the fight, letting Savant, Weslin, and Brich deal with the lurkers here.

When he lands near me, we rush after the Dhampir and Calvorn, with Morwag still holding the glass container containing the rot.

            


Chapter 833 - The ****pocalypse


                We rush through a tube that appears to be a vein, its surface constantly pulsating, stretching, and expanding. More lurkers continue to appear. The nature of the place we’ve found ourselves in prevents me from being able to send my senses too far out, but I’m sure they aren’t just being teleported in by the lynthari lurker. This area just seems to have a huge density of them, and those we encounter tend to be especially strong as well.

It would seem that we’ve really gotten to the center of the 1st floor by hitchhiking.

Sending my mana bouncing through the vein we’re moving through disrupts a few of the lurkers ahead of us, while Morwag grabs one of the more melee oriented lurkers that keeps getting into fistfights with him and squeezes his skull.

A blaze of thermal energy fills the vein from some place ahead of us, entirely careless of the fact that the attack is going to kill some of the lurkers as well. Before these golden flames even reach me, I absorb the heat until they’ve weakened to the point of a warm breeze pressing against us, then I launch a blaze of my own, rushing ahead in a torrential wave.

[You have defeated Reanimated Corpse - lvl 399]

Something flies past me that I recognize as part of a weapon one of the lurkers was using, which Morwag then tore into pieces to throw as projectiles. The fragment flies with enough force to evaporate the head of one of the incoming lurkers.

More attacks rain in from the back, and even without using binding energy, Morwag just lazily tanks it with the sheer power of his body. Snickering, he drops the hammer and pins it to the ground with his boot. Using his one remaining arm, he tears a chunk of metal from the item and flings it toward the source of the attack. The attacks stop right away.

The ambushes continue all the way through, with many more lurkers appearing as we go. Sometimes there are big groups numbering in the dozens. In other cases, it’s just a few of them, but their levels are all over 400. I continue to channel mana and my primordial energies while Morwag moves tirelessly, taking the weapons they leave behind, even as the lurkers die and either using them directly or tearing them into projectiles.

Moving on from the vein, we walk across what almost looks like a wide bridge with a never ending pool of darkness below, but closer inspection reveals it to be an enormous bone, and the ceiling is covered in what looks like nerves, constantly pulsing with the electric impulses being passed between them. Within this huge open space, some lurkers have even begun to fly, attacking us from whatever distance they feel is safe, only to be finished by our own ranged attacks.

In the middle of that bridge, a female velnar lurker stands.

[Reanimated Corpse - lvl 441]

She meets Morwag in a direct clash just as the demon charges and punches her. Part of her body explodes but regenerates every bit as quickly as Lily’s would as she uses healing mana to repair herself. Her attack meets Morwag’s face, causing him to stumble back, and then, with both hands fusing into something resembling a hammer, she smashes down at him. He’s sent crashing down with a crack into the bone bridge, which cracks under the force, and the resulting shockwave pushes me back.

Even then, the demon, bleeding from his mouth, pushes himself back to his feet only to grab her hand, stopping her next punch. He gets pushed a bit less this time, and tears begin to appear across his body that he entirely ignores, along with the broken bone poking through his forearm. He pulls the velnar woman closer to bite into her neck and tear out her throat.

But before he even fully pulls back, the wound is restored, and straightening her fingers, she stabs her hand fingers first into his body and jerks it back out. She pulls Morwag’s guts out of his body as she does, and blood floods from his mouth, yet he still begins to laugh, causing even more blood to flow.

He pushes himself closer, causing her arm to stab deeper as she begins to search for his heart so she can crush it. His hand shoots ahead, fingers first, in a similar manner, but his strike goes through the bottom of her chin. He breaks a few bones but pushes deeper and pierces through to reach her brain, at which point he starts to wriggle his fingers.

The velnar woman begins to uncontrollably twitch, attacking him more aggressively and bleeding him out while he watches her almost curiously. But she’s the one who stops moving first, and drops to her knees, held upright only by his hand until he pulls it out and lets her fall.

Then, he stops and looks at his hand with its broken fingers covered in brain matter. He snorts as if in surprise and lazily kicks her body off the bridge.

An attack crashes into his shoulder, flinging him back, but he observes the trajectory of the other incoming strikes and twists his body just enough to avoid them. While stepping to the side, he shoves his guts back into the huge hole in his stomach, relying on his high natural regeneration to take care of the rest. Like an unstoppable machine, he continues to march ahead, meeting the attack of two demons using kinetic energy to boost their movements.

Meanwhile, I press against the combined effort of some lumoran triplets to set up a domain within which they would be able to turn all mana to their own efforts. It is an interesting attempt, yet still so silly against someone like me.

I break it down into pieces, changing parts of it and adding something of my own in the process, and using the remains of their barriers, I [Weave] my own. In addition to my [Mana Manipulation], I then use that [Weave] to absorb ambient mana and further strengthen my disruption efforts.

There are a few invisible lynthari moving under the bridge on all fours to attack us from the sides. I cancel out their invisibility as well, and my projectiles fly through the air like guided missiles as they track the markers I placed on them.

One of the attackers blocking the last stretch of the bone bridge is a lurker entirely covered in fur with a bear-like face, standing even taller than Morwag. Almost as tall as a velnar, though he is much wider. Each movement of his body carries an incredible strength behind it as I track its momentum with my kinetic senses.

I gather enough mana high in the air, and use part of my [Weave] to strike out with dozens of projectiles while I launch an [Empyrean Lance] that I [Weave] with my blood.

While under the barrage of projectiles, the lurker moves to attack and slams its arms down, breaking the end of the bridge. With a loud crack, it begins to fall, pulling us down into the darkness as I watch the ceiling with its nerves and flickering electricity.

Both Morwag and I jump. I fly to avoid a few ranged attacks while Morwag simply flicks them away. The wounded bear lurker charges to attack the demon, and my [Redistribution] expands, further strengthened by my [Weave], and all movement halts.

Morwag reaches him first, tearing his head off and throwing it to the side. A rain of my own projectiles shoots out, homing in on the marks I’ve placed on the remaining lurkers, as I land on the walkway next to the demon.

There’s a wall in front of us that I simply blast away with all the kinetic energy I’ve been absorbing, resulting in a shower of flesh and bone that once formed the wall. All of it halts in the air, held there by kinetic energy as we pass through.

Almost ignoring our presence, the Dhampir is there waiting within what seems to be the inside of an organ, maybe a lung, for which this place is just the tiniest part. On a table made of bones lies Calvorn, whom the Dhampir seems to be endlessly fascinated with.

Next to him stand two lurkers. A human with a golden third eye in the middle of his forehead, and a demon without any horns. They weren’t pulled off or broken, they’re just missing.

[Reanimated Corpse - lvl ????]

[Reanimated Corpse - lvl ????]

The Dhampir turns to us, again with a smile sounding in his voice, though it is impossible to see. “Oh yes, you will make beautiful puppets.”

I walk slightly to the left while Morwag goes to the right, and both lurkers begin to move along with us. The human with the third eye, turning to face me, and the demon without horns, doing the same for Morwag.

“You don’t seem to be too annoyed by us destroying so many of them,” I note, gathering more and more mana, ready to push it further.

“And why would I be? Within a year, all of them will return to me. Back under my control,” he says and tilts his head. “And there are so many more, I can hear them all.”

“That sounds like a lot,” I stop just a few steps away from the human, who watches me with the golden eye in the middle of his forehead, while the other two track Morwag. “So this is all your work?”

For the first time, the Dhampir laughs, it is a broken, high-pitched sound ending in a snort. “I am just a vessel. A puppet master using just a fragment of the power of the Great One.” He spreads his arms wide and shouts, “The Great One whose body we are walking through like mere insects! Though some insects are more annoying than others. Kill them so they can join you in service to me. They will be useful in my quest to return the Great One to life.”

A slight push and my mana compresses, turning black. The upper part of the vessel, manifesting behind my back, grows two more arms and puts two around me in defense while using the others to attack the human lurker.

[Eclipse], powered by the black mana, expands into the area as I swing my hand and fling dozens of droplets of my own blood ahead of me. Some of them flying towards the Dhampir, others towards the human and demon lurkers. Each carries a hint of that gold and white light as I break apart [Empyrean Lance] to empower them further.

The human lurker avoids some, while the Dhampir ignores them entirely as they simply rain against his body. A mouth appears on his entirely black face, like a half moon made of blood, as he smiles. Two long, fang-like teeth make themselves known.

However, the demon gets most of them, staggering back, and Morwag uses the opportunity to throw the container. Watching it fly through the air, I hold the syringe I got from Doc, ready to stab it into my heart.

Everyone in the room turns their attention to the reinforced glass container. The Dhampir arrogantly watches it sail through the air toward him, his smile widening. “Why don’t I show you how useless all of this is against someone like me, my precious?” he says.

He lets the glass case break against his body as all of the measures we built into it unwind. Morwag’s arm is still there, sickly gray with black, green, and with a tracery of gray veins and missing pieces of flesh. The arm doesn’t even smash against the Dhampir. It just splashes and breaks apart the moment it touches him, as if it barely held its shape. It is just pieces of wet, weak flesh and jellied bones.

It all washes over the Dhampir, and I realize where all of Morwag’s binding energy has been going this whole time, as it binds the arm to the Dhampir and then does something else. Something much more exotic.

Morwag chuckles shortly, and I watch him standing there looking at the Dhampir like he can only see a fool.

Taking a deep breath, the Dhampir flicks the gore from his clothes. “Even after all those years, nothing feels better than putting the overconfident in their place. I am a vampire. One of the first sired by my master, you lowly trash! I am one who has fed on the blood of a god! Something like this-”

He doesn’t finish the word as he throws up. Not a little bit. He projectile vomits for three seconds straight. A stream of dried blood, chunks of bone, and shriveled flesh, and a foul pus-like liquid.

After finishing, he coughs and stands tall. “This is-”

Once again, he projectile vomits, heaving in between and then projectile vomiting again. His body sways, and he almost falls, resting his arm against the bone table, confused. “Just what-”

Another round of vomiting follows, and even the lurkers in the room with us begin to sway. The human and the demon don’t vomit, but they falter as pieces of their bodies begin to break away.

Morwag chuckles again. Standing there tall, the demon then begins to laugh, with the laughter gradually growing in intensity. He laughs louder the more the Dhampir vomits and the more he begins to break apart. 

The Dhampir even tries to use a skill but fails to activate it. One of his black arms falls off, and a hole big enough to see through appears in his chest.

The human and demon lurkers make a sound for the first time and groan in pain, breaking apart even faster.

“It can’t-” The Dhampir doesn’t get to finish his last words as he breaks apart completely and without ceremony.

[You have defeated Dhampir Lord - lvl 549]

[Lvl 423 > Lvl 424]

[Lvl 424 > Lvl 425]

[Lvl 425 > Lvl 426]

[Lvl 426 > Lvl 427]

“Morwag, what have you done?” I ask, turning to my right.

That demon guildmate of mine smiles and lifts one of his fingers, telling me to wait.

And then, it all begins.

[You have defeated Reanimated Corpse - lvl 466]

[You have defeated Reanimated Corpse - lvl 471]

Two of the lurkers in the room with us break fully and die. But it doesn’t stop there.

[You have defeated Reanimated Corpse - lvl 333]

[You have defeated Reanimated Corpse - lvl 341]

[You have defeated Reanimated Corpse - lvl 278]

[You have defeated Reanimated Corpse - lvl 401]

[You have defeated Reanimated Corpse - lvl 355]

[You have defeated Reanimated Corpse - lvl 189]

[You have defeated Reanimated Corpse - lvl 174]

[You have defeated Reanimated Corpse - lvl 199]

[You have defeated Reanimated Corpse - lvl 298]

[You have defeated Reanimated Corpse - lvl 363]

[You have defeated Reanimated Corpse - lvl 358]

[You have defeated Reanimated Corpse - lvl 402]

[You have defeated Reanimated Corpse - lvl 233]

[You have defeated Reanimated Corpse - lvl 211]

…

[Lvl 427 > Lvl 428]

And it continues.

[You have defeated Reanimated Corpse - lvl 233]

[You have defeated Reanimated Corpse - lvl 431]

[You have defeated Reanimated Corpse - lvl 211]

[You have defeated Reanimated Corpse - lvl 201]

[You have defeated Reanimated Corpse - lvl 111]

[You have defeated Reanimated Corpse - lvl 15]

[You have defeated Reanimated Corpse - lvl 19]

[You have defeated Reanimated Corpse - lvl 99]

[You have defeated Reanimated Corpse - lvl 134]

[You have defeated Reanimated Corpse - lvl 75]

[You have defeated Reanimated Corpse - lvl 44]

[You have defeated Reanimated Corpse - lvl 211]

[You have defeated Reanimated Corpse - lvl 233]

[You have defeated Reanimated Corpse - lvl 236]

…

[Lvl 428 > Lvl 429]

The dingpocalypse.

Hundreds, thousands, tens of thousands, and even more notifications filling my view. Lurkers are dying all over the 1st floor in amounts that feel like… all of them?

[You have defeated Reanimated Corpse - lvl 265]

[You have defeated Reanimated Corpse - lvl 291]

[You have defeated Reanimated Corpse - lvl 21]

[You have defeated Reanimated Corpse - lvl 12]

[You have defeated Reanimated Corpse - lvl 66]

[You have defeated Reanimated Corpse - lvl 420]

[You have defeated Reanimated Corpse - lvl 69]

[You have defeated Reanimated Corpse - lvl 67]

[You have defeated Reanimated Corpse - lvl 134]

[You have defeated Reanimated Corpse - lvl 399]

[You have defeated Reanimated Corpse - lvl 351]

[You have defeated Reanimated Corpse - lvl 213]

[You have defeated Reanimated Corpse - lvl 285]

[You have defeated Reanimated Corpse - lvl 200]

…

[Lvl 429 > Lvl 430]

…

…

…

[Lvl 432 > Lvl 433]

…

…

…

[Lvl 436 > Lvl 437]

…

…

…

It all stops only minutes later as the breaks between notifications rise to over a second long, stretching to seconds, and then a moment of silence stretching on for over a minute before the last one dings.

And I can only stare at my level.

Lvl 440

When I look at Morwag with a question in my eyes, he seems to get what I want to see.

As he turns to me, there’s a wildness in his eyes, like he wants to challenge me right here. But Morwag despises people who lack control, along with anyone he considers to be stupid. He pulls that inborn aggression under control, judging that now is not the time, and allows me to see the text over his head.

[??? - lvl 456]

            


Chapter 834 - Negotiations


                Standing there with the syringe in my hand, I feel my fingertips tremble. Even after all this fighting, I don’t feel satisfied at all, and the final boss disappointingly just projectile vomited himself to death.

But, isn’t there an opponent I could still face?

I squeeze the syringe and continue to stare at the text over Morwag’s head. His level falls into the level spread Champions usually have, though he’s obviously not quite a Champion yet. He also lacks a chosen or applied Primary class upgrade, he just hasn’t had time for that.

Yet, I can’t help myself as I ask, “What now, Mormor?”

The demon looks at me like he knows exactly why I’m using that nickname, but he doesn’t let me provoke him, as he gives me that demonic smile of his.

He doesn’t make it easier at all. “Why would I be so stupid as to challenge you now, before I’ve even gotten my primary class upgrade? If you want to fight, go on, challenge me. I’ll entertain you then.”

It is clear he wants me to attack first if I want a fight, to show that I am the one who lacks control between the two of us. Then, even if he loses, he can look down at me somewhere in the back of his mind. Otherwise, he’ll gather all he can and challenge me when he is more confident in his ability to win.

It’s annoying. I can control myself, and pushing the impulse away is easy for me. I’ve met too many powerful people I wanted to challenge and didn’t, solely to avoid ending up as a pancake against the wall, to not have my urges under control. But I don’t want to, I really don’t want to do it now. I also don’t care too much about what he or anyone else thinks of me in the back of their minds.

Yet, just like Morwag, I also have a few things I can improve upon before the fight. Trait strengthenings, passives, and a few more.

“Tsk,” I just let out and turn around, putting the syringe away as a new series of thoughts go through my mind. “So, how many arcane items do you think we’ll be able to loot from all these thousands of dead lurkers?”

I only have time to grab Calvorn and start looking around for things to loot before I appear in another place. There’s no sense of being moved and no disruption in the flow of mana around me. I am just somewhere else.

This display of teleporting someone like me is something I still consider terrifying, as there is no defense against it, not as I am now.

We appear in Ruby’s usual never ending space with a black floor and a myriad of bright stars and nebulae filling the sky. Even her trusty old wooden table is there, and she sits behind it.

Next to that table, a huge black ant stands with Zant beside him, holding onto one of the chitin legs like a child would hold a parent’s arm.

I almost squeak like a girl at that adorable sight, but then I notice another person behind them. The Ruler of Envy is here as well for some reason, sitting in a huge white marble throne that seems to have been broken apart and pieced back together with what looks like molten gold. He is smiling shamelessly and even waves to me.

Unlike my usual meetings with them, this time, Morwag, Weslin, Savant, and Brich are here as well.

I confirm that the rest seem safe, though they appear to have been beaten down a bit. This is especially true for Brich, who’s currently missing a leg and an arm as he weakly rests against Weslin, who is terribly burned in places, but gesturing to me that he’s okay. Taking a few steps, I hand Calvorn back to Brich, who looks at me with a bit of confusion and then at the weapon. He then nods once. Savant looks to be in better condition, but I can barely sense any mana from him, though it’s hard to say how much he still has stored in his Sword of Aeons.

“This,” I begin, speaking first towards Diligence, “is too much. Are you planning to take all these items from us…”

“Silence,” the Ruler of Diligence says, and no more words come out of me. My hand shoots up quickly, and I touch my lips, which are gone, along with my mouth. Instead, I find only smooth skin.

I look at Ruby, whom I’d hoped to rely on, so I could be a bit more annoying, max out my rewards, as I’ve come to expect Diligence to try to reduce them.

But Ruby just smiles widely. “You can’t be too angry at him,” she says gently towards Diligence. “This time, it was mostly that demon. And even then, what happened was within the stated rules and allowed probabilities. And he’s mine, so don’t do that.”

As she says this, my mouth returns to normal. But I, being the smart boy I am, decide to stay quiet for now.

The huge ant’s compound eyes look like he is staring at everyone at once as he says with a slightly annoyed tone, “I do realize that. Yet, why is it that when something like this happens, he always has his fingers in it?”

“Just a coincidence,” Ruby waves it off and turns to the rest of us. “But it is rude, isn’t it? You have to excuse him, though. DiliDili isn’t good at dealing with people. I am the Ruler of Greed, if you haven’t figured that out yet, and this oversized, antagonistic home pest is the Ruler of Diligence. The little bitch sitting on his pathetic throne is Envy.”

It is fun to watch the reactions of the others. Though it is a bit surprising, it makes me realize that meeting a being most of the system considers akin to gods isn’t the least bit normal.

I can’t wait to meet Sophie’s disciple, Deva, and tell her about all the mythical beings I’ve met since last time.

Even after hearing what Ruby said, Envy continues to smirk from his throne. “My heart aches in pain, but I forgive you. I do realize it’s hard to ever find yourself in a decent mood when you spend every morning crying about the death of your master and promising to avenge her. Oh, I apologize! Maybe I shouldn’t talk about that long dead fossil in front of you! It might bring back sad memories.”

Ruby gives him a nice smile. “Wow, you seem to be in a really bad mood. Is your ass still sore after you recorded yourself getting it kicked in by a mere crippled imitation that was holding back the whole time? Oh, I apologize! You were just too fucking braindead to use the main defensive array properly and let said mere imitation take control of it.”

“Hohoh,” Envy smiles and licks his lips. “Maybe I really struck a nerve, you seem… distressed. And a fun fight that was, wasn’t it? I would like to see you fight it yourself. At this point, aren’t you multiple times older than she ever was? So why are you still so weak? Aren’t disciples meant to surpass their masters? Oh, I apologize! That ancient fossil seemed to have been a terrible master. What would she have taught you other than how to search for homeless bums to try to kill Him? Are you still scared after you challenged Him, got your ass kicked, only for Him, for whatever reason, to leave you alive?”

“Hahaha,” Ruby laughs as well, her face seeming even gentler. “I think I know why you’re in such a bad mood. You must be nervous because of the other Masters of Envy. Even as a Ruler, your abilities seem fairly pathetic. I think any of them could probably kill you at any moment. There might even be a few Adepts capable of that, judging by the way you handled the array! It must be tough for you. But hey, maybe you’ll be kind enough to record your death for all of us to watch forevermore!”

Before either of them can say anything more, it’s Diligence who taps the tip of his chitin leg on the floor, letting out a clear ringing noise. “The Ruler of Envy is allowed to be present, as is the Ruler of Kindness and the Ruler of Wrath if they should wish it, but I must ask you to maintain at least some semblance of decorum. The same goes for you, Greed.”

Envy is still smiling, while Ruby removes the gentleness from her smile and lazily turns back to us, gesturing for Diligence to take over the conversation.

And the huge ant does just that, ” The lurkers of the first floor are each set by us to stop reviving after a thousand years to prevent overpopulation. Such a timeline allows for a gradual exchange, always keeping somewhat similar numbers of lurkers on the floor. But currently, all of them are dead. Also, currently, all of their items are spread all over the first floor,” he says.

He looks as if he is challenging me to say something, but I stay quiet, and no one else says anything. Weslin, Savant, and Brich still seem a bit amazed by the sight of the beings in front of them, while Morwag just seems to be thinking about how he would go about fighting them.

Diligence continues, “Such a number of items flooding the market would ruin not only the first floor’s economy but eventually the economies of the other floors. This is especially true with so many of them currently lying around for anyone to simply pick up off the ground. The fact that there will be no lurkers at all for an entire year also ruins the normal settings of this floor, all the possibilities for training or item gain. Of course, all of this is still within the purview of what’s allowed, and no one can blame you for taking the opportunity, as much as it might be annoying.”

These last words sound like he’s saying them more to himself as he takes a short pause. “The Rulers currently in charge of this cycle will work on speeding up the lurker reanimation process, even if it means interfering with the body.”

“Are you sure?” Ruby asks him. “Messing with it doesn’t sound like a good idea.”

“I’ve already made the calculations, this much interference should be fine,” Diligence answers her.

At that, I finally cough, turning their attention to me. “I think we have a right to know,” I say

“Do you?” Diligence seems about to take a step toward me, but stops only after glancing down at Zant, who stands there with the kind of perfect manners only he can manage. “At least acknowledge it’s just to satisfy your curiosity and a desire for information you could abuse,” the ant says.

“Aren’t you a crafter or something? You should understand curiosity,” I shrug.

Weslin, standing by my side, whispers, “Maybe we shouldn’t annoy someone who could very easily destroy your entire planet.”

In reaction to that, Ruby just snorts. “You would need to do something much worse for him to do that. And hey, why shouldn’t they know a little? We can consider it a small addition to their rewards.”

“Do whatever you want, but stay within the allotted information limit,” Diligence answers.

“Sure, sure,” Ruby waves her hand. “What lies at the center of the first floor of Beyond is the body of a god. There are a few more, spread through certain dungeon floors in locations I won’t tell you about. These bodies were used long ago as a base to create the First Dungeon, maintain its structure, and other things I won’t bore your tiny brains with. You wouldn’t understand anyway. We Rulers later went on to use some of the bodies to help with the creation of Beyond, so you can thank us for that. Dead people reanimating on the first floor is just the tiniest side effect caused by the mere presence of that body, even with all the seals we’ve set in place. That seriously dumb Dhampir was getting dumber and dumber as he kept trying to drink that body’s blood, and after all these reanimations. He even tried using the tiniest part of that tiniest of side effects to control the lurkers. His talk about reviving the great one was honestly as sad as it was amusing.”

She pauses, letting us take it all in. When she continues with a smile, she is looking at me. “Well, I guess he will continue trying to do that all over again once we reanimate him to return the floor to its previous state. Hey, maybe you can kill him again…”

Ruby doesn’t get to finish as Diligence hits the floor with his chitin leg, and she just pauses.

“Anyway,” she says, “where was I? Oh yes, the bodies of certain gods whose names I won’t tell you because Diligence would get angry. They remain in their old forms because they are useful in that state, even though most of the other gods had their beings shattered into fragments…”

“This information will be deducted from their rewards!” Diligence shouts as he interrupts her again.

“Oh, come on. The sword already knows about all that. His master was experimenting by taking this as inspiration!” Ruby defends herself.

“Yes, my master is very smart and powerful. He did all of that!” Calvorn shouts as well happily for the first time since we came here.

To all of that, Envy chuckles in the background, “I propose killing all of the present attendees to erase the information the Ruler of Greed has just shared with them beyond the allowed information limit.”

“Rejected, there are no rules that require that,” Diligence immediately reacts, “But yes, their rewards will be reduced by a small amount because of the information the Ruler of Greed has just shared. Do you agree?”

“I’m fine with that,” Ruby just says lazily from her chair.

“We are not fine with that, right, boys?” I turn to the others, but they stay quiet, not even protesting. “Boys?”

Diligence takes that silence as an answer and continues to talk while ignoring me, “Let’s get to the negotiations.”

He taps his leg, and Lily appears by my side. She looks around wildly, clearly confused as the ant continues to speak. “Attendee Lily will be participating in the negotiations as well. And if her Handler, the other healers, and Kindness are not willing to step in, I will discuss with her the dangers she poses to others in Beyond by using her abilities in the manner she has.”

            


Chapter 835 - This is what I have to deal with


                “I want a five active skills combination token,” I say, then gesture towards the black haired healer, “and for Lily as well.”

“No,” Diligence answers.

“So you acknowledge there is such a thing?”

“I do not.”

“See, Lily? This is what I have to deal with.”

“Nat, is that creepy ant the Ruler of Diligence? Oh, and hello Zant, it’s nice to see you again so soon!”

“I greet you, Lady Lily.”

Diligence then goes on to say, “The rewards you receive will include the rewards for clearing the quest of the 1st floor of Beyond, to simplify things. Is there anything else you would like?”

Lily looks around, observing the area with wide eyes for a few seconds before moving toward the boys to heal each of them.

Meanwhile, I shake my head. “I know this cheap tactic. You’re trying to get me to ask because I might be unaware of the value of what we did, and lower your offer. But we killed that Dhampir guy who was ready to revive a god and probably ruin the entire First Dungeon, killing everyone in the process.”

“There is no way something like that would ever have happened because of him.”

“Morwag is…no, we are heroes, all of us. Just in our small group, and thanks to Lily’s terrifying joy in finding ever creepier ways to kill people, we defeated tens of millions of lurkers. I bet you even reduced our rewards somehow. There should also be millions of items that should be ours.”

“I find the way he talks very annoying,” Diligence says, turning to Ruby.

She just shrugs. “He’s always such a little shit when he’s in a good mood.” She then looks at me. “There weren’t tens of millions of lurkers. Why don’t you have one of your minds comb through the notifications and count them?”

“I tried. Every submind I attempted to assign the task to rejected it.”

Ruby blinks, and I calmly face her.

“Anyway,” she says, “you’ve received all the experience you deserved. If the Skreths you got the rot from still lived, they would’ve gotten a share of the experience as well, which would’ve made the 3rd floor even more fun.”

“I don’t think fun is the correct word in this situation,” Diligence disagrees. “As Greed said, a part of the experience should’ve been allocated to the Skreths, and another part should have even gone to the Dhampir, whose connection to the lurkers you exploited. With them dead, that experience was partially allocated to you, but some of it was reabsorbed by the system. So, you got all you could. As for the items, there is simply no way you would be able to collect all of them. Even now, before we pulled you here, some attendees have been lucky enough to loot some, and a few groups even got to live thanks to the lurkers stalking them suddenly dying.”

“Heroes,” Lily smiles and shoves my side, making Diligence turn to her, but her smile remains, causing him to shake his head.

“Lord Ruler, if I may,” Savant says from the side, “must the rewards we choose be heard by the others?”

The ant turns to him. “They do not.”

“In such a case, I have selected mine. If you open a separate communication channel with me, we can see if it’s possible.”

They do just as Savant asks, and after a short exchange, Diligence answers without even asking Ruby or Envy for their thoughts. “Your request is pushing things, but it is reasonable and still within acceptable limits, so I confirmed it. Now that you-”

“If I may.”

“Yes?”

“I would like to stay until you send everyone back. It’s possible I’ll pick up a useful piece of information or two,” Savant says.

Before he even realizes it, the throne Envy sits on empties. The lumoran stands next to Savant, laughing and putting his arm around his shoulders. “How shrewd. Why don’t you try changing your subclass? I have a spot for a disciple or two.”

“I apologize, but I have no intention of making any changes,” Savant answers. “Also, please, I would prefer if you didn’t touch me.”

Envy just smiles widely and, in an exaggerated gesture, lifts his hands into the air. Turning around, he takes a long step, bumps into Weslin, who gives him a hard look, and then, with a twist, comes to a stop in front of me and Lily.

He is right in front of my face, staring into my eyes. “You have a look that reminds me of the imitation,” he says.

“Do I?” I ask.

Envy nods, his smile widening. “But it’s okay in your case, you are still so very weak. There is talent, and you have the correct mindset, something The Absolute would’ve appreciated more than anything, judging from her records. But…” He pauses. His head tilts as he looks into my eyes and even pokes the veins on the side of my neck. “There is nothing to envy as of yet.”

A huge shadow falls on both of us, and Envy slowly turns around to face Diligence, who stands right behind him. A conversation I am not invited into is exchanged between the two of them, one that should probably be minutes long, yet is shared in a mere fraction of a second.

Lifting his arms into the air again, Envy moves toward the throne, kicks it, and then both he and the throne disappear, leaving only Ruby and the ant behind.

Diligence speaks as if nothing happened. “Attendee Savant proposed a reasonable take, and I agree that it would be reasonable to negotiate with everyone separately. And before you say anything, Attendee Gwyn: I won’t be using this as an opportunity to scam your naive fellow attendees. Though some of them seem scared, I’ll even try to involve their Handlers.”

“Can I have Nathaniel negotiate in my place? I don’t think my handler cares enough to help,” Lily asks.

To that, Diligence agrees and begins talking privately with the others.

At one point, he speaks out loud, sounding almost insulted, that he won’t be giving a piece of his body as a reward to Brich, who immediately starts crying. He is literally crying, as if an attempt at emotional manipulation like that could make the Ruler change his mind. Brich just tries everything he can, saying he will switch subclasses and, getting braver, asking to be Diligence’s test subject. He asks to be turned into an ant and offers to test items for him.

All of these are rejected, and the conversation goes silent again, with even Calvorn seemingly joining in as Brich likely tries to get some rewards for the sword as well. He’s a smart guy. I would do the same.

Once the negotiation ends, Diligence sends him away and turns to Weslin. This conversation is much shorter and, judging by Weslin’s face, the half-demon is very happy with the reward, though he is making that face he uses when he’s trying and failing to hide his emotions.

Savant then gets kicked out finally, ruining his plan to wait for free information.

Morwag is surely the one to get the highest reward, as he stole the most participation points, and by the looks of it, he’s fairly satisfied with the reward as well. Though, given the sweat on his face, I have a suspicion that he’s already chosen his Primary Class upgrade at some point during all of this, and the changes are applying to him even now.

What a lunatic, I think as I wipe sweat off my forehead and push away waves of weakness attacking me, and the feeling of blood burning in my veins.

When the most demon demon to ever demon is about to vanish, he just says to the confused Ruler of Diligence, “I still have not forgotten the battle you robbed me of.”

The ant then looks down at Zant as if searching for help, but the tiny vyssari just shrugs, so the Ruler turns to me. “Now for the annoying part.”

“Ruby, I feel deeply hurt. Can I require higher rewards as compensation?”

“I don’t think so,” she says.

“What do you want?” Diligence asks.

With the conversation mostly prepared in my mind, I dust off my clothes and take a small step forward. “What just happened in the middle of the 1st floor… I will do it again.”

Ruby chuckles but quickly stops because of something I can’t perceive. Her eyes are still shining as she watches from behind the table.

“I will take Lily here, Savi, and in a few months, we will gather more of that Necrotic Rot and trap it in someone’s, very likely, left arm. I will even ask the people from Group 4 to throw in some of their own stuff so they can get some easy level-ups. Before you say it won’t work without Morwag, let’s just say I’ll ask Dennis for help. His [Connection] isn’t that different, and hell, with the right amount of time, I might be able to straight up bully that Dhampir. So, why don’t we skip the annoying part? Double our rewards. You can also send an addition to Savi, since he already left and would’ve been part of that.”

“Diligence,” Ruby says, bringing the ant’s attention to her, “I don’t think he’s joking. And there is no rule you could use to stop him. If you decide to go against the rules, in this case, I will push against you.” She smiles. “I think rather than messing with the body again, it’ll be better to just increase his rewards.”

Zant gently pets Diligence’s chitin leg, and the huge ant lowers his head to gently tap the tiny guy’s head with his antenna.

The huge ant starts talking, “I dislike very much the current situation I find myself in. I also find the growing urge to… strike your face, very fascinating. I am not an expert on human faces and the emotions they try to demonstrate, yet, for some reason, the face he currently has and the look in his eyes annoy me very much.”

He pauses and snaps his mandibles a few times before continuing in a firm voice. “Doubling your rewards is impossible, as it would constitute rewarding you for something you haven’t done and have only planned. A lot could change. Some of you could die, or next time you could fail, unlike you did in this attempt. Yet, I take the possibility of having to interfere with the body again as a threat, and with Greed backing you, I cannot coerce you to give up the idea. So, given no other reasonable choice, I will increase the rewards, and I will require Greed to vow that she kills you and anyone trying to help you in the future, should you still try to enact this.”

“No problem from my side,” Ruby says way too easily. “I vow.”

Diligence seems to be satisfied and nods. “As for the rewards, it won’t be anything outrageous. You have already received your experience. So, as with the others before, I have to remind you that we negotiate rewards in place of items that you might have been able to acquire and which you were denied.”

“Got it. Five active ski…”

“No.”

“I want to unlock mid pristine passives and items.”

“No. Low pristine is the limit of the tutorial, there’s only even a small chance of getting a mid pristine item in Beyond.”

“I want you to free Zant and give him to me.”

“Wha… No.”

“You hesitated. I almost got you. Just give…”

“I said no.”

“As part of the twins’ rewards for not connecting the rot to the Dhampir in the future, I want you to help them with their problem.”

“Problem?” Diligence asks. “Let me check the records.” He pauses, and a second later, he shakes his head. “I see how it is. In a way, they were quite lucky. Had it not been for their strong connection, something like that would not have been possible. But what you are asking is very nearly impossible and will require much. The best way to solve this would be to let them work this out on their own, but that would require the level of an Absolute’s personal power. Even then, they would never solve it fully, and they would in many ways forever remain a single being.”

Ruby joins the conversation from next to him. “There are a few who could help. Out of them, the more reasonable and available ones are people like the Magi, Kindness, or the Elf.”

“No other Rulers?” I ask.

“There are some, but what you have requested would require forcing the system to acknowledge a new addition after it was erased. It’s just not that simple. In a way, the system makes things that break its rules more difficult for a Ruler to do, and it comes at a greater cost.”

“Isn’t Kindness also a Ruler?”

Diligence answers this time, sounding almost amused. “She is a most exceptional case, even among us Rulers. As part of their reward for the future misbehavior they now won’t be getting involved in, I will ask Iant to become their handler and offer guidance.”

“Your naming sense aside… thank you,” I say, realizing once again that there is no simple solution and that it’s just something we’ll need to deal with later. Well, we will get there. “I also want five million shards for every member of Group 4 and twenty million for the twins.”

“Not a chance. Half a million for each group member. And taking into consideration their ability and the fact that they’re capable of using their skill in such a way, ten million to the twins, plus reasonable assistance from Iant, who will have access to my knowledge.”

“400 thousand shards for Tess, and some sort of cool, useful eyepatch. 500 thousand for everyone else.”

“Deal.”

“Good.”

“Agreed.”

“Good,” I repeat, making it seem like I’m still holding out while I stare down the huge pest. “Two low pristine passives, The Chronometric Formula of Planetary System Awakening, and twenty million shards for me.”

“Just the formula alone has a value hundreds of times higher than anything you could have done in Beyond. I remind you that the reward only encompasses items, and I still consider it generous. I have taken into consideration that many of the strongest lurkers had already surrounded the place or were near your location, so you would have been able to gain quite a few before anyone else arrived. But do not overestimate things, as the value would be split between all of you. One low pristine passive and five million shards.”

“Add two trait strengthening tokens of up to 3rd stage and, please, remove the low arcane Passive Skill Combination Token I have in status. It really annoys me seeing it there.”

“Only one trait strengthening token, and up to 2nd stage only. And it is not as simple to remove something from your status as you might think. Taking away power granted by the system is anything but simple. However, I can make a workaround and make it possible for you to give up on it and sell it to the system shop.”

“I want to sell it for a million shards.”

A chitin leg strikes the floor. “One shard. If you persist, I will put in the effort to modify your rewards. Should you be offered an upper arcane passive or anything similar in the future, I will ensure it is replaced by one thousand low rare passive skill combination tokens. I will make them impossible to sell, such that they occupy your status permanently, each of them in their own line.”

My eyes widen, and I look at the Ruler as if I might be seeing him for the first time. Then I slowly nod in acknowledgement. I can respect that.

“Deal,” I say out loud.

His attention switches to Lily, who continues to smile happily as he asks in a much calmer tone, “A low pristine passive? I’m taking into consideration the fact that you were not present when the items were available to take, so this is mostly to stop you from doing this again in the future and to prevent the possibility of you adding in something even worse.”

Lily looks at me. Seeing me shrug, she says, “I will take that, but please make sure Iant is really helpful to the twins.”

“I keep my word,” the ant says. “With the deal made, I will take my leave.”

And as he says it, he is gone as if he were running away, along with Zant, leaving me, Lily, and Ruby behind. I still stare at where he stood, not believing that blatant favoritism and the way he offered a fair and decent reward to Lily, considering her participation, while I had to fight for mine.

“You know, I got flashbanged by the notifications when they came. I panicked and forgot how to turn them off, so I faceplanted into a building,” Lily says, prodding me with the playful accusation.

“Poor building,” I say, ignoring a playful punch from her that I have to defend against to preserve my dear life, while acting as if it’s nothing. “What level are you?” I ask.

“I reached 405. I had hoped to get a few more achievements before my third trait, but I guess even this should count. I think I’ve already noticed some interesting options.”

“Well, at least Diligence forgot about giving you a lesson or something.”

“Oh, he didn’t. The entire time he was talking, he was berating me. Though he was much nicer than my handler. He isn’t as bad as you made him out to be, Nat.” She smiles at me.

Lily doesn’t get to say more after that before she disappears, leaving me to turn to Ruby, who is looking at me from behind her table.

“I don’t like thieves,” she says with a smile, “Oh, and congratulations. You’re the 18th highest level attendee in the past thousand years. You can go finish your boys’ trip, but after you’re done, I have a thousand year quest for you, so make some time in your schedule.”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    I want to remind you that I will be going on vacation soon, as I mentioned previously.

This means there will be 2 or 3 more chapters before I pause RoyalRoad and Patreon chapters for around two weeks.



                



Chapter 836 - Let’s check out the surface!


                POV Savant

A comfortable quiet settles over me once I return to the first floor of Beyond. I do not expect the Ruler of Diligence to break his word, but I still check my bag. As expected, within it lies a metal shard with an oval stone imbued inside it, covered in delicate inscriptions.

I close the bag and decide to use the item on the Sword of Aeons later. My goal remains the same, by the end of the tutorial, I want to restore the Sword of Aeons to at least mid-pristine rarity, and this stone will help with that.

The negotiations we took part in were terrifying, but they bore fruit and provided a wealth of information. I have gained knowledge on gods, fragments, and the identity of Nathaniel’s handler, among a number of other things.

Seeing beings as powerful as the Rulers is also a reward in itself. Though they were heavily restricting themselves, getting used to such powerful presences carries its own advantages. After all, freezing mid-combat due to fear is a very real danger.

“Was he always like this?” Weslin asks, appearing at my side.

“Excuse me?”

“Nathaniel, I mean. You knew him before I met him. Did he always talk to the Rulers like they were some sort of back alley merchants?”

I observe him for a moment longer. He still seems a bit shaken, and when I check my own state, I notice similar tension in my own body.

“He might not seem like it, but he can be very calculating. He behaves the way he does because he either thinks he can do so without significant consequences or because he believes they have a preference for it. If you think about it, being a Ruler must mean almost everyone cowering in fear before you. Having someone so straightforward must be refreshing for at least some of them.” I say.

Weslin chuckles. “It’s easier to see than it is to actually behave that way. Well, having a ridiculous amount of mana must also mean he’s more accustomed to the sort of pressure they radiate.”

I nod in agreement. Then, I take a few steps and pick up the Leviathan Fish’s core from the ground, likely left there by the Ruler of Diligence. All of us are now standing outside the god’s corpse and have likely been placed far away from it. I don’t think this was truly meant to stop us, so much as serve as a hint and silent request to leave it alone. I don’t think it would be a bad idea to get on a Ruler’s good side, so I should do my best to prevent the others from returning there.

“Oh, look, Brichant,” Weslin says as Brich approaches, while Morwag sits on the ground to meditate. This time, I take notice of the movements of his binding energy. He’s still heavily drenched in sweat, and heat seems to seep out of his body, which occasionally twists and audibly cracks.

I notice his horns getting thicker and slightly longer, too. The only thing that comes to mind is a Primary Class upgrade, as I figured he already had his third trait before our expedition started. So, does the class upgrade influence the body? Is it his newly allocated stats? Or something else entirely?

Even without this, Morwag is an interesting case. He doesn’t have a fifth trait, or even a fourth. According to the information I have, he wasn’t even born with a demon heart, so his traits are limited to three, much like a human. It’s a disadvantage for him, and knowing demons, he was likely looked down upon. However, the binding primordial energy he possesses isn’t like anything I’ve seen in anyone else yet.

There is a lot I want to observe regarding him, but it wouldn’t be efficient. Not with Weslin here, I can learn much more from someone like him. So, I turn back to him and his conversation with Brich.

“I swear, Isolde will eat me alive… or at least skin me alive! You know, like maybe a hint of Diligence’s presence clinging to my skin for her to detect or something,” Brich says as happily as only he can. “Do you really think he would rename me to Brichant if I became an ant?”

“For sure,” Weslin answers, then calls out toward the demon. “Morwag, do you still want to go to the surface?” His question surprises me, but he seems to have caught onto something I missed.

I listen for whatever answer Morwag might give.

Weslin appears to be correct, as the demon answers while remaining seated with his back to us. “I thought about it, Weslin, and I think I want to compare myself to Nyssa one more time with all that I’ve acquired now. Just a few days remain in my tutorial, and I also want to see how far I can push the thirteenth floor.”

At that moment, Nathaniel appears as well, but noting the demon’s speech, he stays quiet. As always, he brings that unnerving feeling that my own mana is about to betray me to serve him instead. My constant detection, which searches for enemies, breaks around him. Particles of my mana and the ambient mana swirl and stop within his reach, as if happy to obey him. His eyes, glowing with his trait, sweep over us, the area surrounding us, and then toward the location of the god’s body.

Morwag speaks again. “But there’s someone else I want to challenge much more now, and from whom I think I stand to gain much more.” He stands up and, taking a few heavy steps, stops in front of Nathaniel. He is much more muscular, wider, and taller. His eyes are the reddest I’ve ever seen in any demon.

Of course, the guy doesn’t flinch. He just stands there, watching the demon’s suffocating pressure with nothing but calm curiosity. He stays well within striking distance, despite his ridiculously fragile body.

“I’m not saying no, but how about we go to the surface for a day or two. We return to Duncan for the shards, I stop by the Doc, and then we find a good place to fight.” Nathaniel says.

“I agree. To the death,” Morwag declares.

“Honestly, I won’t kill you even if I win. But you won’t mind, right? After all, the winner is correct.”

“That is true,” the demon agrees.

“Well, then, why don’t we leave. It’s time to check out the surface.”

 







 

POV Nathaniel

I sadly look toward where the god’s body lies resting far in the distance. I really want to head straight there, but I know it would take longer than currently fits our schedule. Unfortunately, by rough estimation, reaching the body of the god would take over a week. That simply does not fit with Morwag’s deadline, so perhaps next time.

It is truly far away, but at the same time, there are storms, defensive arrays, zones with mana radiation, and many other dangerous areas to consider. My marks are also gone, not specifically erased by Diligence but rather crumbled, as if they could not exist within such a space.

It’s safe to say we only reached that place so easily because we were able to hitchhike on the lynthari lurker’s teleportation, and the experience is still fresh in my mind. I will have to experiment with using the environment to aid my long-range jumps. Something like that should increase range and drastically reduce cost, though it would require a more detailed mapping of the local wavelengths, ambient mana, and what I’ve begun to think of as mana rivers and currents.

We’re fairly close now, but it still takes some time to reach the portal and use it to head to the Entrance Floor. Once there, we enter one of the outposts to find a guide offering information on active teleports to the surface.

I let Weslin and Brich deal with that while I rest with my back against the wall, observing the many attendees appearing there. They’re fresh Beyonders, some of them barely escaping the surface alive. I still remember when I first arrived with my leg missing, and there are many here in a similar state.

One such human stumbles against the wall next to me, clutching a hole in his side. Tattoos appear on his skin, rushing toward the injury and closing the wound while he breathes heavily. His wild eyes then shift to look at me, but his expression freezes.

As I calmly watch him, his aggression vanishes. He opens his mouth to say something, but quickly closes it, gulping and slowly walking away.

In much the same way, I catch the attention of half a dozen more attendees, always making sure to look as impressive and mysterious as possible, and by the 6th one, I’m getting to be quite good at it as I look down at him.

My crown spins over my head, and with my domain skill, I drain some of the color from the area around my face to make my Preeminence Eyes seem even brighter, wearing the mysterious look of a guy staring at a man he’s shared a gym with for years and talked to every day, yet can’t for the life of him remember his name.

Honestly, we are attracting quite a bit of attention. With Morwag being taller than most thylarin, almost reaching the size of a velnar, he cuts quite a threatening image. I wonder which one of us scares the attendees more.

But once we have the information, we leave the outpost and head on our way through the tunnel system until we find a simple crack in the wall. It’s pitch black and far from the usual pathways.

I don’t seem to be the only one disappointed by its lack of grandeur as I step in front of it.

“Want to hold hands while we pass through? So we don’t get separated,” Brich offers, only to be rejected by the silence.

Every one of us switches to whatever combat-ready state we’ve been preparing, and then I take a step forward with all of them following right after.

The moment the teleportation activates, I know something is wrong. From deep within me, something burns through my very being. Notifications ring in alarm, and all my mana is gone in a blink, as even more of it is pulled straight out of my veins.

The world around me spins as I materialize and fall to my knees, my hands barely stopping my head from hitting the ground.

When I lift my head, I see a shoe right in front of me, playfully tapping the floor. And as I continue to look up, I hear a voice. “Damn, feral one, falling to my feet the moment you see me? How flattering.”

I let out a groan, not just because of pain, and several other voices from behind me echo the pained sound in turn. The boys.

“Though I wasn’t expecting you to bring company. But the more the merrier!”

Another voice cuts her off. “Little kitten, why don’t you continue with your mana shaping exercises instead of being a bother? And you, little pup, get control of yourself, or you will sink even lower in my esteem. Your handling of the transport is, quite frankly, pathetic.”

I open my mouth to say something, but instead, I vomit, barely missing her legs, but as she asked, I push myself to my feet after wiping my mouth with the back of my hand.

What I thought was a mountain acting as a backdrop to Lissandra now moves. A lizard-like head on a long neck twists around. That movement alone disturbs the air and creates a breeze as the head moves behind Lissandra. Just one of the pale golden eyes on said head is many times bigger than Lissandra herself, and I notice pale gray scales with a hint of a purple tint.

The enormous wyvern lets out a long noise that shifts from the sound of cracking rocks to deep vibrations rattling my bones, ending in a longer call reminiscent of a whale. The result is a mix of sounds with an odd sort of rhythm to them, leading me to realize the monster is talking to us.

“I have no idea what it’s saying,” Myrra whispers to me when I look at her.

Unlike her, Lissandra listens to it. After the wyvern stops talking, Lissandra lifts her hand and waves in a dismissive gesture, causing the wyvern to display its enormous teeth and slightly open its maw before it turns away to rest as it was doing before.

I don’t get a chance to observe any further before I realize Lissandra is creating a field around us, which doesn’t let my senses through. It seems to be defending us against the pressure from the wyvern and possibly from this place itself. I don’t look around any further before I glance towards the boys, who are crawling on the ground and groaning in a similar way to me moments before. Myrra, curious as always, reaches them with a few nimble steps and begins to playfully kick Savant with the tip of her shoe.

“I hope you didn’t hurt the vyssari that was with us,” I say, not noticing Zant anywhere here.

“I just stopped him when he tried to follow. I don’t see a point in antagonizing a Ruler without reason, so I didn’t kill his vessel.”

For a few long seconds, I stare at her. Then a chuckle escapes me. “Yes, no reason to ant-agonize him,” I repeat after her. I chuckle again and almost fall down as Myrra slams into me from behind, rubbing her face against my hair.

Still standing and feeling a bit better, I ignore the lynthari and take a deep breath. “So, what’s the plan?”

Instead of answering, Lissandra asks, “Tell me, little pup. How much do you know about the nature of that ‘black mana’ of yours?” As she says it, Redacthaniel snaps into existence, and the words “black mana” are spoken in my own, but very monotone voice.

Thinking of where she might be going with this, and whether she just wants me to be a supply of black mana again, I reply, “Not that much, but it’s not as if I put too much effort into it.”

After my answer, she stands there staring at me. There is a hint of disbelief in her expression. “Little pup.”

“Yes.”

She lifts her hand slowly and points at a spot under one of the trees. “Go and sit over there. You have one hour. Then, I will ask you the same question again. If you are dumb enough to give me another useless answer, I vow by the power I hold: I will leave you on this floor.”

The wyvern behind her shifts again, enormous and terrifying, and not just because of its size but because of the power it holds. It speaks again, a deep growling noise coming from deep within its throat that shifts in frequency and sounds like it spreads for dozens of miles.

Lissandra doesn’t even turn toward it as she answers. “I do not care. I will find another way.”

Myrra slides off me, and I turn around, walking past the very confused bunch of S ranks and Savi to sit on the ground under the tree.

With an hour of free time, I guess I could also finally use one of my low pristine passive tokens.

            


Chapter 837 - The boys remain undefeated


                I catch Weslin looking at me, but being the good boy that I am, I keep quiet and sit in my corner under my tree just as Lady Sandra the Cockroach ordered. The only thing I might be missing are snacks, in the form of crayons, to nibble on. I wonder which color tastes the best.

Of course, Myrra won’t leave me alone. She is already there, sitting behind me, and even though I don’t have very long hair, she begins attempting to tie mine into a braid, or perhaps a set of them. Whatever it is she’s doing.

It feels weirdly relaxing, almost like a sort of head massage as she tugs on my hair and weaves it together. So I just stay quiet and go over my status, checking over the passive that’s become my new favorite to replace my subdermal combustion.

Sometimes I find myself wondering how many attendees actually get access to low pristine passives. I could have three of them if I wanted. It wasn’t that long ago that I was happy to have just one, but now it feels common and almost like it isn’t enough. I want more and greater rewards. There are attendees that would cry bloody tears if they heard my thoughts.

Screw them.

I risked my life too many times to get where I am. I deserve to enjoy the fruits of my labor before some sugar-hungry ants come in to steal a good part of it.

Shaking my head again to shake away the distractions, I then immediately get distracted as I glance at this place that can only be the twelfth floor of Beyond. A singular thought forms in my head.

Then I quickly go and check the exploration rankings.

 

Exploration Leaders

1. Nathaniel Gwyn (12th Floor)

2. Morwag (12th Floor)

3. Brichant (12th Floor)

 

I pause there and look towards Brich. Did that guy use his only chance to change his tutorial alias just to change it to this? Wait… I thought you could change your alias, but only to your real name.

WAIT, WAIT… Did… Is that what he asked Diligence to help him with when they were going over his rewards? Did he unlock some new “change-your-alias-to-whatever-silly-name-you-want” token?

What a… out of nowhere, I weirdly find myself thinking better of Brich. I can only find this sort of silly behaviour endearing. What a guy.

Then I continue to go through the rankings.

 

4. Weslin Kharn (12th Floor)

5. Savant (12th Floor)

6. Christoph (7th Floor)

7. Adrian (6th Floor)

8. Nyssa Volare (6th Floor)

9. Voss (5th Floor)

10. Orion (5th Floor)

…

 

And the rankings continue on through hundreds and thousands of more names, but I don’t care about those. 

The boys remain undefeated. 

The dhampir threatening to erase all of Beyond was stopped thanks to us, and now we’ve made it t to a deeper floor of Beyond than possibly some of the Rulers.

This is going to cause a lot of commotion in Beyond. Hell, I bet that once we’re allowed to leave, we’ll be visited by a certain black ant, provided he hasn’t already tried to force his way in. But so far, that doesn’t seem to be happening, so maybe Lissandra and the wyvern did something? The wyvern, whose revival ceremony the Rulers rushed so it could get back to fighting Liss to stop her from messing with Beyond’s main defensive array, is now just lying there.

Many, many questions swirl in my head, and I am sure some of them will be answered if I do what Lissandra told me to do, but there’ll be time for that later.

Myrra tugs on my hair harder, causing me to lose my balance and lean back a bit as I narrow my eyes at her.

“Sorry! You’re just so delicate and weak!” she says, tapping my head before continuing to mess with my hair.

Meanwhile, I finally look at the four healing passives I’ve taken a liking to.

 



Blood-thermal Restoration (Low Pristine) - The user’s blood becomes infused with a passive combustion frequency that purges infections and other negative effects. Upon injury, the blood at the site of a wound reacts by triggering a localized heat burst that forges replacement tissue and bone, ensuring the user’s physical integrity is never compromised for more than a moment.

 



This one could be interesting, mainly because I have no idea how it might react with my Empyrean Ichor. I don’t think it would change the ichor, I think my trait is probably at a higher tier than this sort of passive, even if that trait hasn’t been strengthened much. Mana dense ichor could clash with thermal energy spread through my blood, or the two could somehow work together, which might allow me to try to improve my [Weave] by weaving mana with thermal energy.

Or, perhaps, my ichor would prevent that sort of healing from working. I have no illusions about the fact that I could easily fuck things up this way. The latest example of how much certain changes can cost is the body that Blackie now finds himself controlling: a demon champion with some sort of kinetic reflection trait. While alive, that demon was probably fighting constantly to control it, otherwise, just a simple bump would have killed any other demons around him.

Well… he was a demon, so maybe he didn’t control it at all.

The second passive I like is:

 



Heat Resonance Restoration (Low Pristine) - When the user stands in an area of high heat or channels heat, resonance spreads through their body, triggering healing that scales with temperature. This resonance allows the user to heal from severe injuries so long as there is a thermal source nearby to jumpstart the heart and regenerate the body.

 



This one mostly seems like a simple upgrade to my current mid arcane passive. I noticed it before, but sometimes the descriptions make passives sound more similar than they are, just allowing you to pick up on certain changes or weaknesses. The main thing to look at while choosing a passive remains the rarity. It is honestly a bit like an item in a shop having a higher price tag. Though in this case, it doesn’t just mean some corporation is better at marketing cheap crap to you at a high price.

At least, that is what I’m hoping. I also really like the part about “resonance”. I could work with that.

The last sentence of the passive is also interesting, and it’s making me wonder if it might be possible for me to be near death and unconscious while some random nearby volcano starts healing me, without requiring me to generate heat from my Ignition Heart.

Well, with my Constitution, maybe just a simple fireplace would be enough. That could be useful. At least if my hard to replace blood doesn’t mess with it.

It also seems to reward pyromaniacs, but that’s just the usual system nonsense for you.

The third option is:

 



Kinetic-Thermal Stitch (Low Pristine) - The user’s body converts the friction of movement and the impact of incoming attacks into focused thermal combustions. Each hit taken creates a flash of intense heat that “welds” the user’s body back together and heals it, making them harder to kill the more they’re attacked.

 



This one is interesting. It likely means the passive would activate only under friction from incoming attacks, so does that mean there would be no more regeneration outside of combat?

As if. I’ve already thought of multiple ways to cheat it. The passive sounds weak since it only works based on friction and the impact of incoming attacks, but there are no specified types of attacks, meaning mana, heat, primordial energies, and everything else should be included. The fact that it’s restricted to being so reactive also likely means the burst of healing is quite powerful.

I could attack myself, hoping it counts toward activating the passive, even if there is a chance it won’t. After all, I have to ask, would the system classify my own actions as an attack? I think it might. And, hell, reading the description, even a quick burst of movement could activate it. It is an interesting one.

Lastly, we have this one.

 



Volcanic Endoskeleton Array (Low Pristine) - The user’s internal temperature is raised to volcanic levels by using mana and primordial thermal energy. This extreme heat creates a sterile internal environment where no foreign particles can survive, while simultaneously maintaining the user’s regenerative factors in a permanent state of overdrive.

 



Interesting, but it seems restrictive in a similar way to the kinetic reflection trait Blackie’s been taking over, even if I could take that heat and use it. But I already have Ignition Heart for that. I just like it because of the description talking about a permanent rise in regeneration. Maybe there is a chance of modifying one of my traits to do something similar.

Taking a break, I lean back and ask Myrra after looking into her golden eyes, “Why does Lissandra have a pet wyvern now? Didn’t she kill it? How are they friends now?”

The lynthari nods. “She did! And she almost killed it again, but then the wyvern started talking, and they made some sort of deal. I don’t know, she never bothers to explain things. She just said that together they somewhat spatially locked the 12th floor away from the other Beyond floors.”

“Ehm, isn’t that a big deal?”

“Is it? Feral one, I might have lost my ability to recognize common sense after watching what Master Lissandra does. I mean, she does things so easily that I think, ‘Oh, maybe all Absolutes can do that!’ And then the Ruler of Envy appears, I blink, and the Ruler of Envy is running away with his tail between his legs.”

“I feel you,” I say, watching as Lissandra takes a few steps, coming to a stop in front of Savant.

The Cockroach simply reaches out her hand and says, “The Sword.”

Savant doesn’t even try the well tested excuse of: “I don’t have it anymore”, or “my dog ate it.” Instead, he simply pulls the Sword of Aeons out of his arm to hand it to her without a word.

For a few moments, Lissandra’s face softens just a tiny bit. “I still remember the day I gifted the original to Tristan.”

She moves her hands, taking the sword in a way that seems like she might break it, just snapping it like some old dried up branch, but she stops herself. Lissandra then tilts her hands, making it slide down and fall to the ground with a loud thump. The sword doesn’t even bounce, it just lies there as if glued in place.

“Little pup, what should I do with it?” she asks uncharacteristically, still looking at the weapon.

“Savi’s not a bad guy,” I say simply.

Lissandra looks up at the aforementioned guy, and I’m sure she can read him and his abilities like an open book. She then waves her hand, and drifting from one of Savant’s bags, a metal shard with a mana stone in the middle flies out and thumps into her open hands, at which point she crushes it. A tiny bit of her mana flares, and the dust of the crushed metal shard rains down on the sword.

After that, she doesn’t look at it anymore, and Savi seems to be happy, but were I in his place, I would be careful. If the sword ends up being too good, the Rulers will shamelessly confiscate it.

My attention turns back to myself. I sell my passive and then, using the token, I choose Heat Resonance Restoration. Even if applying passives isn’t as bad as applying traits, I close my eyes and do my best to ignore the pain that feels like thousands of ants digging through my body. Lily will be angry and likely invent an even better healing mark just to show off how pathetic my passive really is, but that’s a problem for future me to deal with.

Funnily, with my second strengthening of Empyrean Ichor soon to be fully applied, the boost I get to my healing lowers immediately. But it was still necessary, and I should test the passive later and see how well it does at replacing blood.

I allow myself to slide down to lie in the grass, but Myrra grabs me and adjusts me so my head ends up on her legs. I look up, slightly annoyed, and see her fangs peeking out in her smile. She tugs on my hair again and continues on with her very important work.

This time, I forgive her. She seems to be having fun, and I consider her a friend. I guess I’m just glad to see her alive.

Lifting my hand, I grab and push my mana out, forcing it into the shape of an orb between my fingers. As I have many times before, I slide into that deep state of [Focus] and use the skill, as well as my ability to channel and compress all that mana quickly and tightly. As always, there’s that feeling of resistance, that sticking point, and like so many times before, I stop there.

I like mana, and I have since the moment I made it move for the first time. I like it because of what it’s allowed me to do and how it changed my life. There probably haven’t been more than a few hours since I gained this ability that I haven’t been using mana, experimenting with it, or training it. But my ability to use black mana still remains a mystery, at least partially.

Why I can do something so few can is a question I’d thought about a lot in the early days. It’s likely a combination of many factors: the fact that I got to attempt it within the healing aura of a Saint that had made me near-immortal, my [Focus], my mindset, my effort, my talent for channeling mana. My connection to Biscuit and by extension his primordial energy surely played a part. Yet, even with the bond to Biscuit gone, my ability remains.

I push a bit further, and a huge amount of mana channels through me and compresses, creating a tiny black orb.

The huge wyvern shifts again, raising its head high and looking down at me. The vertical pupil widens slightly in that pale golden eye as it focuses on the black orb. The one-winged wyvern then lets out a series of loud, deep sounds that stretch into long noises. Most of all, it sounds… sad. Like it’s mourning.

And looking at that tiny black orb, I ask quietly, “And a fragment of what god are you?”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    As it was prophesied, my vacation is here, and with it all the chapters (both on RR and Patreon) are paused.

Chapters will return on July 15th - I think - (don’t forget that I work with the CEST timezone).

As promised, this break means I will not be taking a break when Book 11 concludes. 

Hmmm, what else?

As always, thanks for your support. It is greatly appreciated. Some comments are super fun to read and thanks to the guys who always make sure to write something nice!

You can join the Discord server too: https://discord.gg/KXRB8C44SX

In case you are bored, I recommend a animated TV series called Pantheon. I liked it a lot. You might also check out anime like Evangelion or Code Geass. They are great, and Code Geass has one of my favorite endings.

As for reading, you could check out SSS-Class Suicide Hunter, Kidnapped Dragons, Trash of the Count’s Family, The Second Coming of Gluttony, or The Tutorial Is Too Hard. They were all great inspirations to me, along with many others. For more popcorn-y webnovels, try Infinite Competitive Dungeon Society or Everyone Else is Returnee.

If you are more into games, check out Hades, Slay the Spire, Baldur’s Gate 3, or Expedition 33. The Witcher 3 is great, and Metro Exodus has amazing atmosphere and immersion.

Well, enough rambling. Drink a lot of water, beware of the heat, stay safe, and see you soon!



                



Chapter 838 - The deal is made


                I still have some time until my time out expires, so I wave away the black orb that even now I can’t understand. Though, isn’t that a bit of a cocky thing to say? “Even now?” There have to be people who’ve been experimenting with the mysterious black mana for much longer than the few years I’ve spent in the system, yet I still say that. In the end, I still find it fascinating. Finally learning where it came from and discovering more about its true nature would be interesting, and I won’t lie and say I’m not curious. But at the same time, I don’t really care all that much.

Mostly, because none of that information will change what it means to me, even if it is some sort of weird fragment that hasn’t materialized like most of them.

I pause and almost chuckle, finding myself suddenly curious about it out of nowhere. 

I really am a fickle man. It’s a bit like using a smartphone without giving much thought to how it works, and then one day you fall down a rabbit hole of videos, only to, hours later, find out that one of its main components is just a rock that humans have tricked into thinking?

“Feral one?”

“Yes, Myrra?”

“Can I try on your glasses?”

I pause and narrow my eyes, regretting the fact that I don’t have a phone with me. Well, I had one, but it broke during the fights. A photo of a literal catgirl wearing round, thin silver-framed glasses would sell for a lot to certain audiences.

Still curious, I take the glasses off and hand them to Myrra, who puts them on and adjusts them a few times so they fit her better. Unsurprisingly, even if they are a bit small, they look good on her… and here we go. I watch the glasses change size until they fit her perfectly.

I’m sorry, Elian, I didn’t know your game. Of course, you would add a mode that would make them adapt to a female lynthari if one were to wear them.

“Feral one, these are terrible. They reduce my senses so much! Is this some sort of training tool?” Even if she looks silly, she quickly picks up on the effect, and I nod.

“Something like that,” I say. I don’t ask for them back, hoping the distraction will allow me to delve back into my thoughts while I check my status.

 



Lvl 440

Strength: 375

Dexterity: 356

Constitution: 100

Mana (Stage 1/3 - Vast Mana): 2026 + 2026

 



Even though I’m still suffering from a severe case of mana deficiency, my mana stat is looking a bit better. One day, I might even find a cure.

At the very least, I think the effects my constitution and active skills have been having on my body is beginning to show more and more. It’s never been easier for me to channel mana, nor has it ever been this easy to create black mana. I’ve also already managed to raise a few active skills to level 80. That’s good, though of course I plan to go higher.

The upper 80s is the domain of the truly powerful. Then, at level 90, the Absolutes start. That means I should likely expect an even bigger slowdown at level 85.

Bored, I flick my finger and open that part of my status as well.

 



Active skills (8/10):

Focus - Lvl 80

Perception - Lvl 77

Redistribution - Lvl 80

Eclipse (Pride) - Lvl 71

Empyrean Lance - Lvl 56

Manifestation - Lvl 47

Weave - Lvl 18

Mana Manipulation - Lvl 81

 



With [Mana Manipulation] reaching level 80 the moment I started pulling on ambient mana on my own, I wonder what even higher levels of it will allow.

Lastly, there’s my passive skills. With the Epic Adaptive Defense waiting to be replaced, I just need the system to note my performance and dig into that passive a bit more. Something tells me it won’t be easy, but something also tells me it will be crazy good.

 



Passive skills (5/5):

Mana Wavelength Tyrant (Mid Arcane)

Mana Wave Predation (Unique Arcane)

Cognitive Hyperprocessing Vector (Low Pristine)

Adaptive Defense (Epic)

Heat Resonance Restoration (Low Pristine)

 



Things are looking pretty good. Of course, minus my crumbling body, but I bet many mana enjoyers like me have the same problem. It should be a fairly normal state, even if it does gradually become increasingly painful and cumbersome, even as it makes handling mana easier, and in the same vein, much more difficult.

Once again, I feel Myrra shove me. “Feral one, I’m bored. Introduce me to your friends.”

“Nope, I’m scared. I’ll be sitting here under this beautiful tree, enjoying this beautiful shade being cast by that beautiful giant wyvern, until the hour Lady Lissandra gave me passes.”

“But why?”

“Because I want to ask her about my friend. I wanted to ask the Rulers, but I was warned their attention could bring a more unwanted sort of attention, and I believe that. So, I’ll be asking her instead, and I’ll just try my best not to ruin her mood before then.”

“You know she doesn’t care about that sort of thing. In her own way, she even seems to like you and sees you as her disciple.” As she speaks, Myrra’s voice grows a bit more serious and quiet, with a hint of gentleness to it.

“It’s possible. I don’t look into other people’s heads, so I can’t say for sure. But even if it only means getting a tiny bit of a better chance, why wouldn’t I go along with it?” I reply to her.

“I guess,” Myrra sighs. She gently places the glasses back on me, where they shrink once again to fit me perfectly. Before letting go, she caresses the side of my head and then stands up energetically. “Hey, you, lumoran guy! Show me that fancy sword on your back!”

For a bit, I watch her head toward Brichant, who’s sitting on the ground next to Savant and Weslin. They still seem unsure what to do. When Weslin looks at me with a question, I just shrug. He shrugs back, and our conversation ends that way to our mutual satisfaction.

Meanwhile, Morwag isn’t sitting at all. I don’t think he’s taken his eyes off Lissandra ever since we arrived, and he refuses to look away now as Brichant takes out Calvorn. The sword starts talking to Myrra in a polite voice, calling himself an evil-slaying sword, and asking her to free him from this lumoran lunatic.

Lissandra, of course, feels that gaze Morwag has been giving her, but she doesn’t seem to be too bothered. Well, not until Morwag takes a step toward her. Only then, from her perch on a nearby boulder, does she lift her eyes and look at him.

With eyes wide open, the demon starts shaking. His skin becomes pale, and his throat and head move as if he’s about to vomit. He stops. I can hear his ragged, deep breathing as he whimpers like a scared little animal. The surface of his eyes grows wet as if with tears, and his hands constantly twitch, closing and opening.

Then, he takes another step toward her and stops, squeezing his eyes shut. His heart thuds loudly, and his legs begin to tremble. Though he is much taller than she, he looks so small now.

Morwag opens his eyes again and takes another step, pulling his leg through the dirt as if he’s unable to lift it any higher.

Another barely half-step.

And right after, he falls. As if someone flipped a switch, his body and mind give up, and he falls to the ground like a puppet with its threads cut.

“Not bad,” Lissandra says quietly while looking at the demon before turning to me. “Do you need the rest of the hour, or shall we continue, little pup?”

“We can continue,” I say, standing up. When I take my first step, I expect a push against me, but I find there is none, and I quickly cross the distance. “So-” I start, but I’m stopped.

“Glasses,” Lissandra says.

I don’t say it out loud, but I swear I have no idea what I’ll do if she also puts them on.

I hand them to her. Holding them in her hand, she turns them around a few times as she observes them and then speaks.

“Biometric Tethering. Mana Signature Indexing. Geospatial Beacon. Acoustic Vibration Capture. Visual Feed Passthrough. Mana Binding Synchronization. Thought Pattern Recognition. Proximity Signature Logging. Environmental Mana Mapping. Biological Feedback Looping, and a dozen or more functions.”

The light reflects on the glass of the lenses, and I gulp, as I begin to wonder if Elian might not be an app developer on Earth in his free time? But then, it’s not like I didn’t expect it, so I’m not even angry.

“All powered by ambient mana and your own,” Lissandra completes.

“What a leech!” I shout out loud in anger.

Ignoring me, she takes out her black dagger, and I notice that it’s been cracked. Still, she flicks it, and a pulse of mana surrounds the items she is holding. Her voice deepens as she speaks, this time addressing the glasses directly.

“Funnily enough, it wasn’t that difficult to track the coordinates back to where all this information was being sent. Maybe it was even done on purpose. You are a brazen man, aren’t you? Once I’m done here, I’ll make sure to find you. And if you decide to run, you’d better do a thorough job of erasing your tracks.”

Lissandra then molds the glasses as if they were made of play dough until they’ve been shaped into an otherwise indistinct orb. She looks at me. “Toys. Useless tools made for incompetent people. You will either learn to use your trait the proper way, or you don’t deserve it and will never be able to reach its full potential.”

The orb in her fingers continues to be compressed further and further, shrinking until all that’s left is nothing more than a speck of dust that she flings away. “Show me your full status.”

I do as I’m told, and she watches it for a while. She opens her mouth but then closes it, and instead of ordering me, she asks, “What is your plan?”

“Currently? To strengthen myEmpyrean Ichor to the third stage. I think it will forcefully evolve my Mana Physique and revert it to the 1st stage, after which I will use the 2nd stage token I got not long ago. Then there’s another construct I’ve been working on that I mean to implement fairly soon.”

“So, not slowing down?”

“Not at all. I’ll be speeding up.”

“Good. Use your 3rd stage strengthening token for your ichor now.”

I don’t tell her that the 2nd stage isn’t even fully applied yet, she must know, so I just use the token. For a moment, I think she might be helping me or planning to aid me through it, but as soon as I confirm the use of the token, I remember who she is. Of course, it’ll be all on me.

Some of my minds that were training even now snap back, reallocating resources to help me endure, but I already feel like all my veins are about to burst. The blood flow literally pulls on my mana, and my veins become visible through my skin. Even my eyes feel swollen, as if they were about to pop, to say nothing of the headache.

“Little pup, if you can’t focus your concentration, go sit back under your tree,” she says.

For a moment, I feel anger swell inside of me, but I push it away. I wait a second so the decision can be made by me rather than my feelings, even if the result is the same.

“I’ll stay,” I say, even as I fight to keep my balance.

“Good. We should have three days before the Rulers barge in here, though they don’t seem to be in any hurry. That’ll be more than enough time for what we have planned.”

As she says this, the wyvern reacts, twisting its head to look at her and speaking in a loud, rumbly voice.

Lissandra answers back, speaking normally. “A week? Are you lazy or just dumb? Put some effort into your part. Three days is more than enough.”

The wyvern opens its maw and lowers itself further. The head touches the top branches of the trees around us, breaking some of them as it moves dangerously close to Lissandra. Lightning crackles in that open maw, while beyond the field Lissandra’s created, the earth shakes. Mountains in the distance crumble, and miles long lashes of white lightning flash through the area like whips made of plasma, cutting through everything, moving with the sound of snapping power lines. Even the ceiling shakes, as broken crystals rain down from above.

In an even deeper voice than before, the wyvern speaks, and my entire being shakes. I find myself having trouble even seeing or breathing.

Then, as fast as it came, it’s all gone. It’s the wyvern who finally breaks eye contact with Lissandra, letting out a few more sounds before turning away.

Unbothered, Lissandra turns back to me. “He can be a bit difficult to work with, but he’s useful. And stubborn. He refuses to even speak in a way the system might translate, but he just called all of us system slaves and parasites.”

Dusting non-existent dirt off her clothes, Lissandra speaks some more. “To explain the situation and why you are here: I used the mark I placed on you, a disciple communication token, and the dagger you made with your black mana, then waited for you to use a teleport to redirect it here. As expected, it was laughably easy. This floor is currently partially blocked from the other floors and the Beyond. I used the hole I made before they took control of that flawed array they’re so proud of, and with the help of the wyvern, disconnected this floor. The next steps will require even more of your black mana.”

“What do I get in exchange?” I ask.

“I’m confident we can make a fair trade, with you very likely getting much more out of it than you have to offer. Little pup, not to brag-”

“You are bragging.”

“-but there was a time when Absolutes came to Eladore with the sole purpose of begging me to teach them.”

“They must have been pretty weak Absolutes.”

“Indeed, though I still find them to be much better combatants than what I have seen so far of this era.”

“You don’t need a mana heart? You still seem to be lacking one, and now you have more people here than you expected. You even could have let Diligence’s vessel pass and taken his.”

She gestures at a smaller boulder nearby, and I move to sit there. For a bit, Lissandra looks toward Myrra, who grabs the unconscious Morwag and pulls him under the tree to flip him over. The catgirl then breaks a small branch, chars it with her fire, and begins to draw on his face.

“I already have a heart in mind,” Lissandra says. “One I’m confident will fit me very well.” Briefly, a small smile flickers in her eyes. “Once I’m out of the tutorial, I will head to the Labyrinth of Xyphos. I went there once, not long before Eladore fell. Because of the way that place functions, my Avatar is still in there, along with my new heart.”

I want to ask her how confident she is in her ability to defeat said Avatar. Though it won’t be as strong as prime Lissandra, it’s still likely to be very powerful. But the question doesn’t come out as I see her confident bearing, the look of someone in absolute control.

She can be a bit cool sometimes, I have to admit.

“Black mana is a fragment of a god, I suspect, though I’m still not fully sure of how it works,” I say.

The silver haired woman nods. “I’ve known it was a fragment for a while.” She waves the cracked black dagger. “But it was only after speaking to the wyvern that I learned a bit more. Telling you about it will be part of my payment for you supplying me with it.”

“Can you manage thought acceleration or create a mind space for us, so that more time passes inside than out?” I ask her.

“It’s almost insulting that you would ask if I can do something so basic.”

“Good. I want to train with you in that accelerated space, and I want you to look into my severed connection with my bond. I want to know if you can track it, if he is safe, or if you could help him if he needs it. If nothing else, I want this more than the training or any information.”

“That much is reasonable. Very well. I offer further information on your “black mana”, I offer my help regarding your bond and what I think happened to him, and lastly, I offer my guidance and training. Within your mental space, I will be able to accelerate time enough to give you a year of training, as that’s within the limits of what your mind should be capable of handling. But little pup, even if it is just accelerated thoughts, it is still one year of my life. If you bore me, if you disappoint me, if I find you lacking, or if you complain, I can and will cut that time short at any moment.”

“That sounds fair to me. I accept. In exchange, I will generate as much black mana as I can for you while giving it all my effort.”

“The deal is made, then. So, for a start, let me tell you a story. A story about one of the weakest gods, one who was looked down upon by the others. God of the very thing the current system’s mana is based upon, and the first to stumble upon something mysterious from another universe. An invader, a parasite, a spark at the heart of our universe that set ablaze the fire that is the System. And the natives of this universe that only united against it once it was already too late.”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Thank you guys for being so patient! My vacation is over (I really enjoyed it and we do not talk about canceled flights), and we are back to the usual schedule!

We also finally have the final version of the Book 8 cover. Amazing as always!

[image: image]

Also, Audiobook 6 is finally out! You can find it here: https://www.audible.com/pd/Hell-Difficulty-Tutorial-6-Audiobook/B0H6C7B1J4

Additionally, there will be German versions of the ebooks and audiobooks, with some launching very soon.

I am sure there was more I wanted to mention, but I have forgotten for now. I will be sure to share more later if I remember!



                



Chapter 839 - System War


                “There are six races native to this universe, though there might be more drifting on the undiscovered edges. Our universe is incredibly vast, and yet we still know that it is finite. Among these six races, the most powerful were the gods. Only a handful of dragons were able to match their Godkings, though most dragons stood on the same level as the average god. Then, there were elves, mora, fae, and humans, just like you and me. Usually, they were much weaker than the others, left to their wit, effort, and willpower to find their place.”

“That must have sucked for them.”

“Certainly. Yet, it was all those other mighty races that failed to notice the invader and fell, while humans remained.”

“And the winner is the one standing at the end.”

“Yes. As for the gods, they were of many shapes and forms, born of concepts, energies, and collective thoughts. We simply no longer know how exactly they came to be. Like much of our history, even this was erased from the collective memories of the people by the system. Most remain ignorant, and the few who know dare not speak of it, lest they bring unwanted attention upon themselves.”

I glance at the wyvern resting its head on the ground near Lissandra. He’s also listening to her tell me the things he must have told her himself. Lissandra continues to talk, but while she repeats the information given to her, her own thoughts bleed into her retelling.

“Every god possessed their own Elysian Framework, though many also called it a Divine Framework. It was something tied to their very being and the universe itself, and it made them near immortal.”

She reaches to her belt and draws the cracked black mana dagger. “But there was one god who was not fully a god. They came to be without an Elysian Framework, they were born with a Divine Heart instead. A heart pumping blood, just as the lesser races did. Unlike other gods, they weren’t quite so powerful, though they possessed authority over an energy that was almost non-existent in our universe.”

Lissandra taps the black dagger, causing it to let out a clear ring. The wyvern in the background lets out a deep, rumbly noise that lifts the dust from the ground.

“That god found their place among humans. From them came descendants that were later known as the Empyreans. Some of them even possessed weaker Divine Hearts just like their god, and they remained a weak clan. But that was about to change.”

It seems like she is offering me a chance to speak, but I stay quiet and listen.

She ignores the loud rumble behind her as she says, “I was told that god made an honest mistake. That they were kind and beloved and had been tricked just like everyone else. But in my opinion, they were a failure, just like the other gods and races of this universe.”

Lissandra’s voice for a moment rumbles louder than the wyvern trying to interrupt her, as she declares, “They have deservedly lost everything.”

At that, the wyvern stops, its huge eye looking at her with powerful intent, a deep sound shaking the air.

Lissandra turns to face it. “I do not care for the source of my power nor that it comes from something unnatural to this universe. But call me a slave to the system one more time, and I will end you.”

An area outside of her protective field explodes. Hundreds of mountains shake and burst outward. Chunks of stone as big as entire cities and islands lift high into the air as far as I can see. A mile, ten, even more as I strengthen my sight.

A shockwave continues to explode outwards, and more and more of them shatter, lifting and floating high up under an immense force I cannot comprehend.

“I am slave to no one, and my life belongs to me alone,” she declares to the gigantic wyvern facing her.

She’s just a tiny, silver-haired human, many times smaller than the wyvern, many times smaller than its smallest fang. Yet, inside that tiny body, in that tiny brain, is a dangerous level of incredible talent and control.

The wyvern lets out a short rumble, and only then do the debris begin to float down, sending out clouds of dust that cover the entire area as it hits the ground.

Lissandra turns back to me as if nothing happened. “That god, on one of their journeys, came to the very centre of our universe, where they found the invader. At first, they didn’t know what it was. Even later, as it began to spread and others took notice, they also failed to think much of it. After all, in something as big as the universe, new powers appear daily, and no one was aware of its true nature.”

Her words halt for a few moments, as if a word brought back another memory, until she shakes her head. “The system at its core strengthens what already exists and evolves it. One of its main functions is to spread. It made a contract with that god, and parts of that contract still lie at the core of the system, even if it has been trying to remove them. That might be one of the only reasons it cannot simply take away what it has given. What I am telling you is everything the god shared with the dragons and wyverns after they realized the true nature of what they had found.”

Moving even closer, the wyvern carefully touches the tip of its lip to the dagger Lissandra holds, and lets out a quiet noise.

She nods. “In the beginning, the black mana god served as protector and Champion of the system alongside their descendants, the Empyreans. By simplifying and adapting, the system copied the nature of black mana to create a version of its own. It modeled Mana Hearts after the god’s own Divine Heart to awaken system mana. Together, the god and the Empyreans protected the system while it was at its weakest and as it began to spread.”

“What did the black mana god get out of the deal?” I ask.

“Try using that brain of yours, little pup,” she challenges me, and stops talking to wait for my answer.

I give it a few seconds, looking at the black dagger and sensing the heart beating in my chest before saying, “Were the gods more powerful the more their concept and power was spread throughout the universe?”

Lissandra agrees in satisfaction. “They were, indeed. And though system mana was not exactly the same as black mana, the god grew far more powerful because of it. Perhaps it was part of their precautions, a small seed of distrust they held for the power they found. Maybe they wrote it into the contract so the system couldn’t just copy black mana, ensuring they would always retain control over it. Maybe the system never had enough data to fully monitor or restrict it, whereas the more powerful gods provided plenty of data for the system to work with.”

“And maybe it allows people to control black mana now so it can gather data in a controlled manner,” I note, “rather than placing eradication quests on them.”

“It could be, but at this point, black mana poses no threat to it, nor do the powers of gods, dragons, or primordial energies. The system has observed it all and adapted. Eons after the system first appeared, it began to seem a bit too threatening, and the universe finally took notice. The then Godking of black mana and the Empyreans ceased to be its protectors and became its enemies, but the system simply found new ones. One hundred Rulers came to be, and many humans joined their side. Entire galaxies fought to keep the power that the gods, dragons, and elves of old tried to take from them, while the mora joined the war and fought on both sides, and fae disappeared entirely.”

In surprise, I feel my eyes widen. I glance at the wyvern and then back to Lissandra.

“Of course, it wasn’t easy,” she continues. “The black mana Godking, with the help of other godkings, the Empyreans, the Emperor of Dragons, the Queen of Elves, and the Primordial Orders, led the attack, damaging the very structure of the system. They forced it to change and slowed the system’s spread, but it was already too late. The System War was lost. The name of the black mana Godking was erased from living memory. As for the black mana you now control? It is merely the remains of that god still present within the system, a shadow you can touch if you reach deep enough. It’s something I have tried to seize as well, though I seem incapable of reaching it. It seems to recognize me as a creation of the system.”

A small smile appears on her lips, as if she finds the fact amusing. “But that is all it is. Black mana is all that remains of that pitiful god. The Empyreans are nearly erased, and their power is greatly diminished. Like all the others, they were and are just a part of the system. Powerful, yes, but not special. The system is gradually making Empyrean Skills more common, just as it did with Primordial Energies and the fragments of gods. You playing with black mana is like a child poking a corpse they found on a battlefield.”

She gestures for me to come closer, and I listen. She pushes me down onto a small stone and walks behind me. Her hand moves over my head, and my hair falls away, cut clean to reveal bare skin. She begins to draw inscriptions, drawing a bit of my blood to create a dense web that spreads into a fine, drawn crown and a series of lines across my scalp.

“Thought acceleration is usually the purview of mind mages, though if one is capable enough, they can somewhat mimic what they do,” Lissandra says.

Before I can think to ask a question, she taps the top of my head.

I feel myself forcefully pulled into my mind, finding myself in that never-ending white space. Suddenly, the pain, the strain of trait strengthening, and the pressure of my constructs are all gone.

My hand moves across my hairless skull. “Was shaving my head truly necessary?”

“Little pup, do not tell me you care so much for your appearance,” she says, changing before my eyes. Her body grows taller, her silver hair dims slightly, and wrinkles crease her face as her clothes transform into a black suit more suited for a man. “But perhaps I am being too harsh. Many of the young care for such things, and it is only later that they cease to matter.”

Lissandra now looks exactly like the version of her I met on the second floor.

After walking for a bit, she comes to a stop in front of me. “There are, and always will be, disadvantages to thought acceleration. Your status will not update, your muscle memory and mind will not be able to fully adapt to your training, and you will not ingrain these new instincts into your physical form. Lastly, you will never be able to sleep properly in this space. A few days isn’t a problem, but gradually your mind will grow tired, weak, and muddled, if it doesn’t outright break. That is why I warn you, after we are finished here, you should avoid such high level thought acceleration for at least several months. I have seen even the most talented people die after abusing this, and I have seen many gain nothing from their training, no matter how hard they tried.”

“That is my problem to manage, is it not?” I answer her. “You simply do what you think is best, and I’ll deal with the rest.”

“Very well. We will start by testing you against my released presence, the version of me you encountered on Eladore,” she says. “We will start with ten percent.”

The moment she finishes speaking, a monstrous amount of mana radiates from her. Though perhaps ‘monstrous’ is not the right word, it is not about the volume, but the sheer, crushing power of it. I try to resist, but it presses against me until I feel my body explode.

In the next blink, I am standing exactly where I was before. I’m healed, but the memory of the death is fresh in my mind.

“I will continue until you can handle at least fifty percent of it,” she speaks coolly. “Even if it takes months, we will not move on to anything else.”

Once again, I don’t have time to respond. In the presence of her uncontrolled power, my body explodes, and I find myself reappearing in the same spot.

All other thoughts vanish from my mind as I focus on this alone.

Let’s make this a matter of days, not weeks or months.

 







 

POV Vice Guild Master of Primordial Knights

The door to my office in the Megacity bangs open, but before I even have time to shout at the demon barging in, I notice who it is.

Taking a few calm steps on her bare feet, Nyssa Volare reaches my table. Wearing white shorts that barely reach her knees and a light blue tank top, she stands there. There are wounds covering her body, but her clothes remain perfect, and her eyes are sharp.

“Vice Guild Master, tell me where MorMor, Nathaniel, and Weslin are.”

Every time I speak with her, it is impossible not to understand why everyone keeps referring to her as one of the most talented attendees Beyond has had in millennia. If it weren’t for Christoph, she would be even more praised.

But even then, even though there’s a hint of fear I still can’t help but feel despite knowing her true personality, I can’t help but complain. “The new Guild Master took them on an expedition,” I say through my teeth.

“Where?”

The words come out of me as if I’d left them suppressed for too long. “They took another S rank and future S rank as well, and the five of them have been making a mess ever since! When I requested the name of the expedition for our files, do you know what the Guild Master told me? ‘The Boys.’ Would you believe that?!”

“I see, but-”

“Since then, I keep getting messages from the other guilds asking if they did something wrong! The kings are getting worried about so many S ranks in one place, and a few guilds have made defense pacts with each other and have been paying their A ranks extra to stay in Beyond while hiring mercenary guilds for defense! There is a new zone devoid of mana on the 3rd floor, and people say it’s a location where Diligence himself manifested. On the second floor in the third city, Morwag destroyed the headquarters of a mid sized guild and got banned from the city for 100 years, and we had to pay an enormous fine! In the first city, there are rumors that Primordial Knights erased a branch of the Healing Guild, but the Champion King ruling it was so scared of our S ranks that he just let them go. All the fish from Lake City are gone! Such blatant overfishing is against the rules, and it’s going to take decades for the lake to repopulate. Apparently, some guide named Duncan is now holding all the stock and saying that if anyone touches any of it, our Guild Master will declare guild war on them. Oh, and yes, all the lurkers from the 1st floor disappeared for a few minutes. ALL OF THEM. People were picking up arcane weapons from the ground. There was later a floor-wide message from Diligence, so there are new rumors that he lost control of his emotions again, just as he did with the Ancient Armory. And since then, we’ve lost sight of them, and they were apparently headed to the surface.”

I take a few long breaths, feeling relieved, but that relief begins to fade as I look at Nyssa, who stands there patiently.

“I apologize,” I say, standing to bow, and keeping my head in that position.

“It is okay, Vice Guild Master. I’m not Guild Master anymore, and I didn’t return to retake the position.” Her eyes narrow. “But I have seen the rankings, and I guess I’m still a demon after all.”

She doesn’t smile, but a cold, predatory focus settles over her face. “I will be testing myself against… The Boys.”

            


Chapter 840 - A fleeting nuisance


                Flashback Biscuit

Pantophagic energy eats the Weredeer’s attack, eats a hole into the 10th floor, into the structure of the tutorial, and all the way out. But it isn’t the only force doing so.

After all, this floor does belong to the Ruler of Lust, and she ensures the hole is wide enough, even putting one of her pets to work. Too excited and too worried that someone will take away this new addition to her menagerie, she leaves the Cerulean Parlor in a hurry, swinging her wings and teleporting to appear on the mark her pet placed.

Now she floats in open space, victoriously golden hair, eyes, and wings wide spread. One of her wyverns that helped with the process is there as well. Adult, yet it’s not all that big, barely big enough for the Ruler if she wanted to ride it. Yet, underestimating it would be a grave mistake. The wyvern is pale gold in color with pale red eyes, keeping their target surrounded by a barrier as the Ruler of Lust arrives.

“Good job, my precious,” Lust says lovingly, and the wyvern lets out a deep, happy noise, its red eyes constantly observing the area for danger as well as keeping track of the tear in space.

“And you, poor little thing,” the Ruler whispers as she touches the barrier and watches the corgi pup within. “That must have hurt, didn’t it?”

The corgi is missing one of its front paws, and its side has a hole in it with a patch of fur missing around it. With eyes closed, it keeps twitching and whimpering.

“So brave, but oh so imprudent. But don’t worry,” she whispers, “I will make sure to raise you right, just like my other babies.”

A deep growl warns her, and she quickly follows her wyvern’s gaze, tracking it towards a nearby star. There, even at this distance, a noticeable lash of fire is taking shape. From it, a myriad of small orange sparks are shooting forth, pouring into space, spreading further and refusing to be choked out by the cold space around them.

The feylith’s eyes widen in horror as she snaps an order to her wyvern. Just as they start to teleport, a growl spreads through the soundless space, forcing them both to halt and shattering their attempt at escape.

The victorious gold of her eyes, wings, and hair is replaced by ash gray as her eyes tick towards the sparks heading their way and then to the corgi puppy. Her mouth opens and closes a few times as she struggles to make a decision.

And then she finds it’s been made for her. One of the sparks reaches them and dies off, in its place floats a big gray bear with orange eyes.

The wyvern roars, lunging before Lust can so much as flinch.

With a casual swat, the bear deflects the strike, sending white lightning arcing into the distance. A spark flickers, and the bear is suddenly, unstoppably, above the wyvern, slamming a massive paw down upon it with a force that shakes the beast’s entire being and stuns it. It then sinks its teeth into the wing to pin it, shearing through scales thought to be one of the toughest materials in the universe.

The orange eyes watch the Ruler of Lust while a barrage of attacks crash into the bear as the wyvern struggles to get out. White lightning, projectiles, arrays, mental attacks, spatial cuts. Yet nothing damages the bear as it simply continues to bite deeper and shake the wyvern, causing it to roar in pain while the bear watches on calmly.

“We’ll leave! Please!” the Ruler of Lust begs and halts all movement of her mana.

The wyvern stops moving, just hanging there sadly as the bear bites harder and bone cracks, causing it to roar in pain. Even then, no one dares to move.

Only then does the bear let go, and both wyvern and feylith disappear as quickly as possible.

The bear, licking its maw covered in wyvern blood, reaches the puppy sized corgi and shrinks to the size of a normal brown bear. It pokes the place where the corgi is missing a paw with its nose and sniffs a few times. Then it carefully licks the tiny animal.

In the end, it gently bites into the pup’s scruff and lifts it up, and then disappears as the nearby star flares up again.

 







 

POV Biscuit´s disciple

It’s on a planet set in one of the long forgotten parts of the universe, those on the edge of one of the biggest battlefields of the System War. It’s a battlefield where many gods died, and the currents of many energies continue to color the galaxies like polar lights where mana still doesn’t function quite as it should.

On one of these planets, a young pitch black wolf with golden eyes stands, overlooking the far stretching plains of one of the oldest planets in the universe. Waiting for his prey, he has his head lifted, parsing the scents the wind carries until he feels something unexpected, but familiar.

The wolf moves quickly, lowering into an incredibly fast sprint, with slight flashes of primordial energy devouring the space ahead of him to make his leaps that much longer.

Tracking the scent, he barges into the quiet, dark forest where many of the trees are older than planets, and halts when he notices a single orange spark. The wolf doesn’t hesitate and follows it over the next few minutes. And there, on the moss beneath a large oak like tree, he finds a tiny corgi pup, and the orange spark disappears.

“Master!” The wolf shouts and jumps closer, poking the tiny animal with his nose repeatedly, but quickly calming as he realizes the corgi has just been rendered unconscious.

After looking around, the wolf sits down and looks around once again, golden eyes narrowing as his primordial energy reaches towards the puppy.

He sighs. ”Oh, master, I told you to be careful about how much you use.”

The wolf shrinks a little and pulls one of the enormous leaves from the tree to lay it out on the ground. Then, very carefully, he pushes his master onto the leaf with his nose, the corgi barely taking up half of the leaf.

“The Elders will be angry, and the Great Elder probably already noticed a change in our primordial energy, but it doesn’t matter!” The black wolf begins to shrink further and further. It continues until he is of a size comparable to the corgi pup: a tiny wolf pup with fuzzy fur and a round belly.

“You are very young, master! But powerful. I always thought you could carry our will, be someone to use our energy with a strength none of us could match, and take revenge in our stead!”

The wolf pup grabs the stem of the leaf and begins to pull it, along with the corgi puppy on top.

He still talks, though his voice is muffled because of the stem in his mouth. “Ebwen if your primordibal energy is gone now, you are stwill my mbaster! Bubt don’t worry, we will help you gebt it back!”

 







 

POV Tess Hansen

Maybe I should declare for myself that the desert is pleasantly cool with a constant breeze. Would something like that even work with this mysterious skill of mine?

I stop to take a break, making sure to keep my mana signature hidden and my body tucked behind one of the nearby rocks. I’m confident that I’ve drunk more water already in my time on the 11th floor than I did in all my previous time in the tutorial combined, even if I drank not long ago, I take out my bottle and take a small sip, stopping myself from drinking more.

Peeking from behind the boulder, I look in the direction I’ve been heading in. My sight strengthens and expands, and my eyes zoom in several times over until I see that structure once again. It is 50 or so miles away. Ambient mana bounces off the structure and the walls, offering shielding that prevents me from seeing the mana signatures within.

I sweep the area again and then dash forward, turning myself into a burst of crackling lightning as I keep myself low, jumping from stone to stone. My speed gradually increases to the point where it’s almost as fast as teleportation would’ve been.

When I stop, I’m still a dozen miles away, but I don’t need to go any closer. I already see everyone outside as if they stood in front of me. As long as I’m just using my senses, they can’t sense any of my probing, and I take full advantage of it.

What I’m looking at, we think, is part of the Aurate Consortium, also called The Corporation, outside of the tutorial.

Even here, during the time the record of this floor was made, they’re one of the most powerful organizations around, and I’m waiting to see their Adjudicator to confirm my suspicions. We’re on the day side of this tidally locked planet, so no matter how long I wait, no cool, refreshing night is coming to contest this heat, nor to hide my signature. Yet all I can do for now is wait and hide.

I calm my breathing too, slowing my heartbeat to just a few beats per minute, and my mana barely moves in the meantime. Even my body is perfectly still as the sand gathers around me. I don’t blink or use my [Psychokinesis] as sand gets into my unblinking eye, while the other remains hidden behind an eyepatch. The entire time, I hold my breath.

And the Adjudicator finally comes. Out of the sky, a bright white plate-shaped flying object descends, stopping near the base. At the base of the object, a hole opens up, allowing multiple figures to drop down to the sand below. Almost all of them are wearing suits with tubes coming out of them, and some even have containers on their backs.

But one of them isn’t wearing a suit. Instead, the Adjudicator is just as they were described to me by one of the talnium extraction teams I met.

The Adjudicator has a womanly figure, and unlike everyone else’s pale colors, she wears a black jumpsuit that covers her entire body, even her head, even her eyes are hidden behind a darkly tinted glass visor. But that jumpsuit is now damaged from some fight she must have gotten herself into.

My heartbeat slows even further until it stops fully, and I forcefully keep myself from shaking. A small lizard runs across my skin as I stand there, while they make their way into the building that then leads to tunnels underground. Even then, I stay there for another ten minutes, not daring to move.

Only then do I allow my heart to beat once more, slowly and gradually. The process takes a few minutes before I finally return to normal. It’s not as easy to use as Tacita’s or Lyraen’s fields, but I’m confident it’s something that’ll give me a better chance of hiding from someone with good senses like Nathaniel.

Once everything’s back to normal, I explode into movement and turn myself back into lightning, moving back much faster than before and taking a roundabout way to ensure I’m not tracked.

But my run slows down as, in the hazy burning air of the desert, I spot the figure wearing the black jumpsuit standing on top of one of the dunes. I find my eyes being pulled to her face, confirming that she’s looking straight at me.

The mask of the jumpsuit is half burned and torn, revealing fair skin, golden hair, and violet eyes. Even partially obscured, the face is unbelievingly beautiful.

As quickly as I can, I lift my hand with the Ring of Preserved Status on it, and a thousand red and white lightning projectiles form behind my back. The crown over my head dissolves, and the sunny day grows darker as storm clouds block out the light.

Yet still I hold fast, keeping my hand in the air and ready to swing it down. I giggle when I feel my quickly beating heart and smile, moving a strand of hair from my face as we stand, facing each other. It’s so scary.

The Adjudicator moves first, and half of my projectiles shoot ahead as she begins to weave in between them, breaking some and taking direct hits from others. They splash against her, merely damaging her jumpsuit while leaving her skin untouched.

If I had to compare her movements to anyone, it would be Lily. She’s faster, but she doesn’t move like Tacita. Her movements are just like our healer’s, powered by an incredibly powerful body, straining and tearing muscles only to heal them so quickly that the wounds never show.

I shoot the other half of the projectiles and turn around to burst into a dash that turns to lightning as I head forward in a straight line, continuing to pick up speed. The storm clouds twist like a whirlpool, and from them, lightning crackles in a blink, reaching me and hitting the space over my head as my crown reforms.

Before I can even react, she’s behind me, stabbing her hand into the lightning and forcing me to materialize as she pulls back.

My fist, covered with lightning, crashes into her face, but she doesn’t even bother avoiding it. She takes the hit expressionlessly, and her hand moves, slamming an open palm against my chest as I drop reinforcement on the rest of my body and focus it all on the area as she strikes me again.

My heart stops beating, and my lightning cracks within me, restarting it as I take a deep breath and activate one of Lily’s healing marks. Lightning surrounds me as I duck under one of her attacks, concentrating on moving faster and slamming my hand against her chest with as much force as I can manage, and breaking my hand.

The Adjudicator just shrugs it off and follows me as I attempt to flee. She grabs my leg to slam me against the ground and stomps on my chest as I defend again with all I have. Under that confusing attack, my heart stops beating again, and my lightning kickstarts it once more, this time slower.

I use another healing mark from Lily. With mana oscillating across my hand, I cut off the leg she’s latched onto, turning into a streak of lightning, white and red, trailed by the further red of my blood.

From the ring, I pull another attack: a small cube that expands quickly, locking her in a cage made of lightning. My crown disappears again, pulling the clouds from the sky just as she pushes through, with all of it failing to damage or stun her in the least, just barely slowing her as she does.

I stop, and my rapid heartbeat calms down as I watch her. There is just a tiny bit of mana in her body, I can tell, as my eyes finally pierce through. She has no heart, and there’s a small box in the middle of her chest instead, a mana battery to power just the tiniest bit of the skill she’s using. Something that’s currently receiving communication from the base.

And that’s all. She’s barely using that mana, the rest is the simple result of the raw power contained within that body. The strength of those muscles and the insane regeneration.

This time, I fly high into the air, and two more healing marks restore my leg as I look down at her. And of course, she jumps up. She then leaps off the air itself towards me. Not with mana, but by stepping against the air itself so fast and powerfully that it solidifies beneath her.

As she heads higher and higher, I reach my hand towards the sky, towards the clouds, and then beyond them. Much further beyond them. Towards a javelin made of endurium, hanging in orbit of this planet. I have declared it to be mine, and so it is an extension of myself.

My lightning crackles and appears around it as I swing my hand down with all the power I can gather. And then I continue to add more. I pull on it with all my force, filling it with more lightning as it travels.

My floating golden hair swims around my head, blocking a portion of my view for a moment, and just as she is about to reach me, the sky screams. The dark clouds are pierced and disappear as a straight line is drawn down from the heavens, attempting to catch up to the javelin. It slams against her. At least, I think it does. Even I can’t track it with my eyes, but the next moment, just before she is about to attack me, she is gone.

The entire sand dune under me explodes outward and then further. All of the sand rises up into the air as a wave, taking more and more dunes with it as a hole is dug into the base of the black rock underneath.

And looking down on it, I see movement.

So I pull another javelin, drawing a straight red and white line that slams into the same spot with the loud crackling of lightning, shredding the silence and sending a burst of sonic waves tearing outward.

Then a third, all of them slamming into a spot the size of a coin, but the movement still doesn’t stop.

I watch her broken arm simply reform, and the hole in her chest close. I don’t even see the process. One moment there is damage, and the next she is healed.

I allow my [Psychokinesis] to feed on my mana, and all that sand and red rock rise into the air to plug the hole in hopes of slowing her down, as I rush away.

Giving it a thought, I decide it’s not enough, I can’t leave a chance that she’ll be able to track me to the others. I will deal with the consequences of using the token this way later.

Sset (Hell, group 4) -I’m going to Beyond.

I send the message in the Community before I use my token, appearing in the headquarters of the Silent Veil. Me leaving should clear the tracks and ensure that the natives forget they were ever tracking someone.

Looking around my clean and spartan room, I check the mirror, clean myself up, and change clothes before heading out. The headquarters isn’t big, as this guild never has too many members, and everyone is A rank at least. But it is cozy, with a lot of red color and dark brown wood.

I’m early, but there are already a few members preparing for the expedition to the 5th floor in a few days, and I greet a few of them with a smile, even as I still feel my hand shaking and heart beating wildly, but I force myself to keep my expression calm.

I wonder how many of them know that the Adjudicator is one of Kindness’s clones, likely grown from the very flesh The Corporation has access to. And I wonder how much goodwill and shards I can get for sharing this information.

 







 

Small Talk Only - Live Podcast

19 million concurrent viewers

“Rafael, so here we are again. Is this our fourth time speaking? It’s been almost a month since the last time anyone saw you, and we were getting worried. I’m betting that today is the day when Septa will finally let me pet her. So, how have you been enjoying your role as Christoph’s Herald? You know that’s what they’re calling you?” Faye Hard asks, smiling at him while sitting very comfortably in her own chair.

Meanwhile, Channeler, also Rafael by his real name and now the man known as the Herald, sits in a similarly comfortable manner, though he is wearing a black shirt that’s been left unbuttoned to show his collarbone, and his sleeves are rolled up. His golden hair is a bit longer than before, and he continues to smile in that nonchalant, confident manner.

“‘Herald’ has a nice ring to it, even if it’s a bit dramatic. And as for Septa, I’m afraid she’s a bit of a snob when it comes to new friends.” He says while he looks at the spider currently standing on the table in the background of the cozy recording set.

As if listening up until now, one of the spider’s legs, which reaches up to a human’s knee, moves and flicks a vase off the table.

Faye doesn’t even seem surprised and smiles charmingly. It doesn’t even seem like she is aware of the viewers from the way she’s acting, though she knows those numbers very well. After all, every word from the man sitting across from her represents another man, a man that some groups have even started to worship and whom many leaders, under pressure or fear, have begged for help.

Still, she doesn’t rush the point she wants to talk about and tries to keep the conversation light. She controls herself by keeping a calming smile on her face, but at times her fear becomes noticeable, at least to the man sitting across from her.

At one point, they play a game where she reads the comments left under videos of individual tutorial attendees. At this point, there are many such videos, and some of the attendees have become quite famous, mostly the ones still in the tutorial, even if those who already returned as superhumans still scare and fascinate many.

“And now to the last set of comments on the young man with two differently colored eyes,” Faye catches up, seeming a bit embarrassed, and her smile becomes a bit more honest as she says, “The first one reads ‘i can fix him’ and is followed by another comment that has a dog licking its lips emote and text saying: ‘I can make him worse.’”

“Faye, seriously, I refuse to answer this one,” he says for the first time, and both of them laugh.

As that laugh slowly dies off, Faye takes a deep breath and says in a quieter voice, “I have to say, what Christoph has done surprised all of us, Rafael.”

“Let’s be honest, Faye. You don’t have to be careful with me. That’s why I’m here.”

“It is scary, you know.”

“I get that. I really do,” Rafael nods, his smile turning gentle and reassuring.

“He killed a lot of people that day, Rafael. And-”

“May I?”

“Please.”

Channeler sits a bit more upright, and his smile weakens. “I think a little bit of fear is reasonable. People should be afraid because what is happening to Earth is scary. We are currently caught up in a Pairing with not just one planet, but two. Just yesterday, I shared information with our Vice President that the gravitational pull of Earth will continue to get stronger. The moon will soon be pulled closer, and in the following months, it will continue until it breaks apart.”

“And why did you speak with the Vice President and not the President, Rafael?”

“Because the President was part of the problem Christoph had to deal with. Along with several other leaders who weren’t up for what’s coming.” He leans closer, holding her gaze with a calm intensity.

The number of viewers jumps up as people continue to join and watch, some out of fear, others out of curiosity.

In the past month, a lot has changed.

“Faye,” Rafael continues in a smooth, confident voice, “Christoph is capable of things you haven’t even seen yet. He’s going to handle the moon so it doesn’t just rain down on our cities. He’s the one who’s actually going to keep us safe as the Pairing progresses. I know it’s a violent change, and that’s hard to swallow, but…”

He stops and smiles while shaking his head. “Words do not matter. Neither of us is a politician promising one thing while doing another. We will let our actions speak for themselves. But Faye, I’m sure you are aware, what did the people that died have in common?”

“They were widely acknowledged as corrupt.”

“Exactly. And look at the streets. Was anyone else targeted? Were any homes destroyed? Did we hit a single person who was just trying to live their own life?”

Faye shakes her head, and Rafael continues, “The world is better off without those people. They were parasites, leaders who hoarded resources while everyone else struggled, warmongers, people who didn’t even see the rest of us as human, and-”

The conversation continues on a bit longer. Rafael answers a long string of questions, including many from an audience that refuses to hold back. Many ask what gives him the right to decide, some ask how confident they are that the people who died were truly bad, and others ask how anyone can be sure some of these people weren’t killed simply because they stood in the way.

Rafael answers all of it, calmly and confidently in his own words, with an attitude that keeps him from seeming defeated, or like he’s trying to justify his actions. He is there just to inform.

Once it’s all over, he leaves the set and is driven to the airport, where he boards a private jet.

Just as the doors of the plane close, he freezes, seeing a well-kept man who seems to be in his early 40s sitting there with Septa already beside him. They stare at each other, and Channeler then sits down across from him as the plane begins its preparations for launch.

“I have to thank you, I personally wouldn’t have been so patient,” Christoph smiles, and Rafael answers.

“I hate it.”

“You will get used to it,” the man sitting opposite him says, looking out the window. “Most of these people will remain simple humans, and die in fifty or sixty, maybe even seventy years. Even if some of them get brave enough to level up a few times or if healers spread new medicines throughout the land, most of them will live just over a century or two.”

The plane shakes, and the lights on the launchpad peek through, reflecting inside the cabin.

“It won’t take long before everyone on the planet is replaced with people who were born after the Earth’s awakening and grew up under our leadership. All this complaining, all these people talking about democracy, religion, countries… To us, it will be remembered as… a fleeting nuisance.”

 







 

POV Warden of the Parallax Eyes, Kyralon

I take my eyes off what’s currently happening on Earth and allow them to deactivate, cutting the power to my tower and the field around it that is strengthening my sight. As the hum continues to weaken without an active power source, I turn to watch Greed, who is sitting nearby, drinking one of the best alchemical wines I’ve been saving for a special occasion.

Greedy as she is, she almost never uses her own when something free is available for her to take.

“What happened?” I ask her, curious about her visit.

Ruby looks at me before taking another long sip and looks at the glass in her hand. “Pride just cleared the 14th floor of Beyond.” She watches the liquid slosh. “And I have learned that the First Dungeon has 20 floors, so at least that’s nice.”

“But that isn’t all?” I ask.

“It is not,” she shakes her head, throws away her glass, and takes long sips straight out of the bottle. “All of the Rulers just got a quest to kill the Ruler of Pride. The rewards are one of his active skills at its current level, awarded even if you already have 10 skills, and an upgrade token.”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Have a nice weekend, and see you next week!

 

The law required Discord and Patreon plugs:

Patreon (45 chapters ahead) - https://www.patreon.com/cerim

Discord - https://discord.com/invite/s5ARCv7kfG



                



Chapter 841 - Keep yourself together


                After yet another release of her presence, I find myself re-manifesting inside our shared mental space. Currently, I’m confident that over my year here, a few days have already passed in what feels like a flash. I wonder, would it be odd to say that I’m having fun?

It might be this cockroach’s doing, but all my abilities seem to be working pretty well. My traits, my insight into mana wavelengths, passives, stats, and all that. It all feels just like it does outside. Of course, the difference is that I’m not gaining any levels. I can’t open my status, and it’s difficult to describe, but my improvements feel weird and hard to put a finger on.

Of course, I’ve been adapting to what Lissandra’s been doing, and I’m continuing to improve, but it doesn’t feel like I’ve become any more resilient, improved my reflexes, or anything else like that. It’s more that I know that some time in the next second I will be hit by a car speeding in from my left, flung into the air, then run over by a truck, just before a bunch of lions, recently escaped from the zoo, bite into my flesh and drag me across the city, while a plane crashes into my crumbled body, just in time for some old granny on a bicycle to ride over what remains while ringing a bell.

It’s exactly what she warned me about regarding this kind of training. My body outside won’t have the integrated muscle memory, and my brain won’t be able to rewire itself to work efficiently in regard to the training. I’ll just gain the knowledge, and that knowledge will allow me to improve faster once I’m outside. Though maybe knowledge isn’t the right word. Experience? Well, I was never one to think about these sorts of things too deeply, but it isn’t doing anything bad for me, I just have to stop popping like a balloon every time she…

I find myself re-manifesting again, and Lissandra, who still looks like her version from the 2nd floor, looks down at me.

“You don’t have to stop, I can keep going,” I say.

“Little pup, even a gray lizard can keep going, screaming all the while and repeatedly running itself up against a wall, and yet it means very little. Why aren’t you improving?”

“Well, sorry I’m not at the level of some nobl-”

“Enough,” she waves her hand, and her eyes haze as she thinks of something. “I knew what I was getting myself into, so there is no reason I should start getting frustrated now. I need to control myself.”

Looking at her, I can only think that I will scream if she says she wants to punch my face for some mysterious reason. Her eyes narrow as she looks at me, and I can’t help but remember that even the huge house pest that is the Ruler of Diligence wanted to punch me, and he can’t even read human faces. Surely it can’t be that bad.

“I will give you a few minutes to rethink your approach,” she says, standing where she is.

I look at her, and she looks back at me, causing me to scratch my chin and look away.

Then I force a part of me to start rethinking what I’ve been doing. I find it somewhat exciting and partially annoying, after all, most of the time I prefer to simply endure and overpower this kind of attack with my superior mana reserves.

Yes, it can be fun to go for efficiency. Yes, better efficiency means a bigger kaboom, as my Minion would say, and even if my reserves don’t increase, that in the end is like getting more mana. But… that’s not where my talents lie. I don’t think I’ll ever use my mana as efficiently as someone like Weslin, Savant, Tess, or Sophie. And at the same time, I don’t think they’ll ever be able to match the speed with which I can gather and move large amounts of mana.

Once again, I turn my eyes to Lissandra and ask, “You keep saying that current Absolutes are all trash and nothing in comparison to how they used to be, but what do you mean by that, actually?”

“For your own good, I hope you’re dedicating appropriate effort towards your improvements rather than this idle chat, little pup. It is as I have said. Though I was born after the System War, there still were Absolutes and Champions left over from that era. That war culled many of them, and the survivors were those who had faced gods, elves, and dragons in battle and survived.”

She pauses as if reminiscing on some good old time she never experienced firsthand. There might even be a bit of longing.

Would things be different if someone like her had been alive back then? Could a singular being even be able to bring such change?

While I think about that, Lissandra continues to talk, “I’ve heard stories of dozens of Absolutes coming together just to kill a single god. Preparing items and arrays that would have been beyond even something like Beyond’s main array. Items they created that were capable of destroying planets and techniques millions of people worked to develop for the sake of killing a single god. And dozens of those Absolutes perished instantly as they threw themselves against their opponents. All in hope of some reward that, as you can imagine, must have been equal to the danger.”

“Are there many of those Absolutes still alive?”

A small smile, unusual for her, appears on her face. “Most certainly, there are plenty. Warmongers waiting for yet another war, explorers in distant parts of the universe, or broken ones searching for a peaceful end. Some died when I challenged them, even their rewards proving not enough. And many more died challenging Pride. Little pup, when you have the time, give it a bit of thought, ask yourself why so many powerful people seem to want to challenge that man. As for you, be very careful if you ever meet someone who survived the System War and lived until the current era.”

“I will try. But how do they differ otherwise, other than experience and some fancy rewards?”

“Fancy rewards… are you stupid, little pup? There were some that gained things as grand as a sixth passive skill. Just a mere few out of the many who fought, though most of them are long since dead. But it still shows the desperation behind the system. Even if I guess, desperation isn’t quite fitting, as the system bears no such emotions, it just follows its nature to spread and evolve. But it shows how highly it calculated the threat back then to offer such rewards as haven’t been seen since and likely will never be seen again.”

“Did you ever gain such a reward?” I ask her.

“I did not. Ten active skills, five passive skills, three traits. I’m as human as they come. Yet in my hands, even this is enough. Little pup, what do I always say?”

“That I am worse than noble ladies’ pets.”

“Do you want a beating?”

“Not that? Something about my mana control being…”

I blink and find myself remanifested as she released her presence. That then rapidly repeats around a hundred times in a row until I stand there, wobbly on my feet and light-headed.

“Active skills are what’s most important, as is your control over your abilities. What good is having a great many skills, passives, and items if you can’t even get the most out of what you already have? You asked me how Absolutes of my era and of the System War era differ from the current ones.” Lissandra says.

She takes a few steps and, in a gesture that feels extremely natural to her, locks her hands behind her back. She is taller than her younger self, and she wears a near-black suit, too, yet the atmosphere around her is the same.

“A good example to explain it is through techniques and domains. Absolutes and Champions of old were always more combat-oriented, with a greater extent of sensory abilities and domains allowing them to negate the first attack. Back then, whenever you entered the domain of an Absolute, you had to be ready to either fight or for one side to be forced into submission. Nowadays, domains don’t seem to be as common, and techniques are instead oriented toward ease of use rather than lethality. People don’t seem to specialize as much either, and tend to go for the more general builds.”

I check on the part of my mind coming up with a new way to counter her pressure and switch my attention back to her.

As always, I find myself curious about the things she tells me. Even if there isn’t much of use to gain from it, just satisfying my curiosity is enough. The more powerful people I’ve met often seem to get a kick out of sharing this kind of information, or at least those I’ve met did. I wonder if it’s because of how seriously the system takes the passage of knowledge when it comes to the first generations, and disciples, and the like. Maybe people like her are just used to it.

“So techniques nowadays rely on the system more?”

“Obviously,” Lissandra nods. “As pathetic as it is. They rely on traits, passives, and items. They’re just too safe to use, too clean. My pre Champion self would destroy most of the current Absolutes in combat. During the era of the System War and my own, many techniques were developed that were as dangerous to the user as they were to the enemy, and nowadays these… people call them obsolete. How obtuse. But you have been dallying enough, we shall continue.”

I don’t even have time to say anything as that presence expands from her in the center and crashes against me and past me like a wave.

For a mere moment, a really short one, I move my mana in an attempt to counter it. I don’t do it by force, I long ago learned that doing so was useless. I also don’t try to make my own presence sharper to cut through it or make it pass by me. That would be just as bad, and it would surround me anyway. What I’m imagining in my head is my presence behaving like a willow, bending in the wind.

In previous attempts, I experimented with constant shifts in my frequencies and cycling them. I tried to mirror her presence, I tried to reflect it, I tried to pulsate through it, and I tried even more ideas. Some of these I came up with on my own, and others I read in the mana stones Min-Jae stole from the Academy.

Still, even if it seems inefficient, I find myself constantly coming back to the idea of my own presence twisting like a willow in the wind in response.

Is it because of the Fragment of the Nameless Tree imbued in the back of my left hand? I could try to use [Eclipse], [Redistribution], [Weave], or possibly even [Manifestation], but I don’t. I don’t like to acknowledge it, but I kind of feel like I understand this woman sometimes. I don’t think she would want me to do that.

And so now I’m trying to be a willow, bending in the wind while changing and modifying Mana Cycling through all of it. But in the end, I’m still the sort of person who learns the most through experience and brute-forcing it rather than sheer talent. I continue with my attempts while Lissandra flawlessly and consistently creates the perfect copy of the same pressure. Everything about it is exactly the same.

This process reminds me of the second tournament and the training I did throughout. Since it’s impossible to die here, I exploit this training just as I did then. There are many other things I would like to do at the same time, but it would annoy her if I didn’t give this my best effort and as much attention as I can spare. I have no illusions, she would cut this training short if I didn’t.

 







 

And so we continue. Hour after hour passes, and after some time, I have a feeling it stretches into days. Not long after, I entirely lose track of the passage of time. None of my subminds wants to count and keep track of it, and there’s nothing else I can do to measure it by. Though I wonder, isn’t the passage of time unimportant? I just need to focus on this task, and give it my utmost and more besides.

With all my effort, I watch another wave shoot out from her. At this point, I know it better than I know my own face. I have observed it with much more effort than I ever did with my own reflection.

I track the waves and wavelengths, and I release even less mana than I did before. It flickers weakly up to an arm’s length around me, while the rest of my mana cycles through my body in a way that feels like a bellows fanning a flame. That flame, which is my presence, bends back as if under a strong wind. I let it flicker until it almost seems like it’s about to die off, only for it to blaze firmer as that first small wave washes over me. Many more waves follow, all in the fraction of a second that I can only track by sending my mind into overdrive, and with my presence bending and staying just firm enough not to disappear.

Still, it bursts. It’s washed away, and almost reflexively, all my mana blazes to face that presence, only for it to wash away with even less resistance than my prior attempt did.

I once again find myself remanifested. For a bit, I wonder how much of her presence I’ve already experienced, but just like the passage of time, that question quickly becomes unimportant.

“You have ten minutes to rest and think,” Lissandra says, and she disappears from in front of me.

“But I can still continue,” I call into the empty air.

Her voice then sounds, though she is not here. “This training and this sort of thought acceleration is a danger to your feeble mind. Don’t forget that. Be sure to keep yourself together.”

At first, I don’t get what she means. Then, I hear a cough from behind me. When I turn around, a mysterious man wearing all black is there. On his head is a black, wide-brimmed wizard hat that entirely covers his face. As he lazily leans against a tree nearby, I notice the sleek wizard staff he’s holding.

“Well, if that wasn’t a truly terrible use of fluidic mana shell integrity and adaptive waveform interference principles,” he says.

In a smooth gesture, he lifts the brim of his hat enough to see his face, my face. Gray and brown eyes, Preeminence Eyes, scars, and all the like.

            


Chapter 842 - Heart, mind, and body.


                “What are you doing here?” I ask.

Like he’s trying to show off, he takes off his hat and combs through his hair, which, unlike mine, is shoulder-length. Much like my usual hair, it is slightly wavy. His eyes then look up at my head.

After Lissandra shaved it, it was bald even after I entered this place, but for the moment, I’ve been able to manifest a sort of buzz cut length.

Nerdthaniel puts his hat back on. “I’m you, so that means you’re essentially talking to yourself. Don’t you ever wonder if our [Focus] skill is simply a localized manifestation of our neurodivergent predisposition? In our case, perhaps synthesized from a combination of ADHD and some sort of latent predisposition for schizophrenia. That would provide the perfect architecture for our talent in splitting our minds. If you analyze the data, wouldn’t that indicate a high probability that many of the other high-level attendees possess a predisposition for mental illnesses? Within the system, those ‘disorders’ would seem to be optimal hardware for skill usage. It would explain how Tess got a skill as ridiculous as [Declaration], making her inherently delusional in ways the system tends to reward. Even Vic, with her [Intent] and [Duplication], is only such a great host for them because of her nature. That would mean her personality isn’t a defect in this case-”

I lift my hand to stop him from talking, and he does.

“What are you doing here?” I ask again.

He looks away in that cool, smooth, nonchalant way of ours and stares at the sky as if he’s searching for something distant.

This place is currently just a quiet, cozy autumn forest during the last days of the season, and as if on cue, the wind blows through his hair and sends a few colorful leaves swirling around him.

“I highly suspect that Lissandra Hawthorne is already releasing more than 50% of her presence. At least according to my calculations, the passage of time is uncertain, and going by the behavior of her mana, I suspect that we’ve reached her requirement, and she has, on a whim, decided to push for more. I would say it’s her version of punching you in the face.”

“Our face.”

“Your face, I am you,” he says.

“You make no sense. But okay, so let’s say that is true. Then you’re what? A symptom of brain damage?”

“Most certainly. Consider the variables: the environmental thought acceleration here, your continuous overclocking of your cognitive processor. Combined with your constructs, severe mana imbalances, the degradation of your body, and the extreme utilization of parallel mind partitioning. It was inevitable that all this would eventually manifest as externalized personas once pushed past the threshold of mental stability. I would recommend putting a stop to these sorts of activities to prevent further damage to the psyche, but we both know that isn’t likely.”

“It isn’t, I will push further. I knew the risk of coming here and that there might be a danger of losing myself. Though I didn’t expect it to manifest through one of my sub-minds showing up in this way.” I sit down and watch him curiously. “Well, in the end, it’s simple. I’ll just have to hold myself together.”

As I say that, I wave my hand. When I do that, he disappears as if he were never there, leaving me to my thoughts.

Even when he was manifested, I didn’t feel any different. No part of me was missing, it just felt like my mind was spread a bit thinner. Not even for a moment did I stop being me, at least not for the time being. But hey, only a few days have passed so far.

I pass my hand through my buzz cut hair and continue to think about it and the ways I’ve been using my split minds. Sure, there are some dangers to look out for, they have always existed. And there are dangers to thought acceleration, as I saw with Faora and the tortured parts of herself she’d left in her mind palace. But I’m not like her, and I’m confident I can endure at least this much.

What I find interesting is that I was able to have a conversation with another part of my mind like that. It was like that with Sneakythaniel as well.

Well, I bet plenty of Absolutes are doing the same, probably even some of the Rulers. In this wide universe, it is certain to be a fairly normal and common thing.

 







 

I don’t know how many hours or days pass, but it’s time for another break. Also, I don’t know if it was Lissandra or my subconsciousness, but the area around us has changed.

The forest has been replaced by a desert with no dunes, just white sand spread out as far as I can see. There is a circular platform made of reddish stone, inside of which we sit. A platform which is also framed by four trees with green leaves, too vibrant in contrast to the white sand and reddish platform.

Lissandra’s steps are confident and smooth as she takes a few paces, taking the opportunity offered by this break to give me another lesson. I still don’t know if this is her honestly trying to teach me something, a symptom of boredom, or her attempting to help me keep my mind stable.

“If anyone ever challenges you by using proper etiquette, and you see in their bearing that they are ready to die, pay them the same respect. Kill them if you decide you must. Leave them alive if you wish to do so. After all, anyone who’d complain about your decision after being defeated would only prove themselves even more pathetic than if they’d simply lost.”

She stops exactly in the middle of the platform, her movements turning sharp while maintaining a feeling of ceremony without being stuffy. In a way, they feel like the movements of royalty combined with the movements of a duelist. 

Lissandra stays there relaxed, standing with both feet next to each other, one hand behind her back, head held high. Her right hand floats in front of her chest, hand open and palm pointed towards where her heart is.

In a smooth and swift gesture, she closes her hand into a fist and swings her arm down to her side, hand slightly angled. “This is the stance used to accept a duel by the knight order I joined when I reached level 100. A silly gesture, yet it has some… honesty to it.”

She takes another step and slides into a different stance.

“This one was used by the Champion who wished to become my teacher. He and the country he protected, the people there, had a preference for this stance. It flowed into the release of a powerful single-target attack, with which they quickly won or lost most of their duels. A few days after I met that Champion, he fell in one of the constant battles at the time. I remained there for years, leaving only after the country was annexed by one of its neighbors.”

All of her movements relax as she switches to her usual stance. “It doesn’t matter what you decide to use. It doesn’t even matter if you use any of them at all. After all, none of this is as important as the battle itself, where your acts speak louder than any such gesture. But there are also people who like to attack without any warning and who don’t put value on duels. Never grant even a smidgen of respect to such a person. Kill them like the animals they are. Erase them from your memory such that they are forgotten even by the one who kills them.”

It seems like she’s waiting for an answer, so I simply nod, even as I feel something like this should be obvious.

That seems to satisfy her. “People at your level of power fight differently from a duel between Champions. Furthermore, duels at the level of an Absolute are vastly different from duels between Champions. It’s something that you don’t need to bother with as you are now, but there are three things you should look for in a duel, as there’s a very high chance your opponent will as well if they’ve been properly trained.”

Out of nowhere, a wind blows over the desert, but interestingly, it doesn’t disturb even a speck of sand. It all stays where it is, but at the same time, the desert reacts. Almost as if the wind caused all the grains to tilt just the slightest bit differently and show another side that is less bright white. That causes a cascade effect over a huge area, like waves spreading.

“Heart, mind, and body. Your opponent will do their best to pierce through your natural and active barriers to observe the output of your heart or any other such source. Watching for spikes, it grants one a huge advantage, though most experienced opponents learn to mask this and trick you, even if their natural barrier is pierced, and many others can do a lot with very little energy. This is commonly used against amplifiers who might instinctively watch for big spikes. Though your senses are lacking, your eyes give you an advantage in this, but know that they can still be tricked.”

She does exactly that, using multiple ways of confusing my eyes in a rapid manner. There is one technique I find very interesting. For a moment she makes it seem like my senses pierced her natural barrier, but it’s actually a fake version that perfectly mirrors it and lies over her skin instead, at which point she makes small changes to gain an advantage.

I think there is some spatial component to it as well, as I even start to find myself checking for the correct scale. There should be a difference between feeling it under her skin and over her skin, yet her trickery makes it feel like it’s below her skin.

“Mind. Grasping your opponent correctly allows you to plan ahead. Their endurance, any sort of rush of emotion such as fear, and other obvious things to look for. Then there are less obvious ones, ways to estimate their passives and the levels of their skills. When you’re experienced enough, and you’ve pierced through their natural barrier properly, you can even estimate the categories of the skills they carry or even guess the exact variant. I will show you some of these methods. Then, lastly, you have the body. Even if you are someone who doesn’t prefer direct combat, you should be able to follow your opponent’s movements and know what to expect. This is best done by experiencing it on your skin and having similar capabilities, though they’re not necessarily as proficient as your opponent’s.”

I’m already waiting for what is for sure to come, and she doesn’t disappoint.

“Your physical stats are pathetic, saved only by your… decent use of kinetic energy as taught to you by that talented demon you encountered. Your body reinforcement is one of the worst things I’ve ever seen. I’ve seen street rats that did better. There are many different techniques I’ve observed you using for body strengthening, and all of them are beyond pathetic. There are better ways you could use mana-based techniques in combination with kinetic energy. Once again, if you do a decent job here, I will teach you some.”

“Deal,” I say, and looking at her, I ask, “You said you would be making me endure up to 50% of your presence, didn’t you?”

“I did indeed.”

“How much have I endured so far?”

“Little pup, don’t get distracted by thinking of useless stuff. And get your mind together before we continue.”

With that, she is gone, leaving me alone in the middle of the platform.

Well, almost alone.

I almost lack the strength to look at him, but in the end, I decide to do so anyway. Standing there is a man with my face and a similar buzz cut. Other than that, he’s wearing a tank top, showing off his big, round shoulders and massive arms. He even stands a head taller than me, with a figure reminding me of Morwag. In one hand over his shoulder, he holds that style of jacket every 90s movie bully used to wear.

With his arms then moving on his hips in a casual stance that still shows his lats and V-shaped back, he faces me with a confident smile. “Fifty percent? That’s it? I bet she’s lying just to make you feel better. If I were out there, I’d be soaking up 100% of her ‘presence’ and asking for seconds. You’re shaking, little kid, just like Sneaky. It’s embarrassing to share a body with you. And that ‘deal’ you just made? You basically just begged her for scraps. ‘Please, Mommy Lissandra, teach me how to stop being trash.’ We should be telling her how it’s going to be! Blah, blah, blah, ‘heart, mind, body.’ If she spent half as much time punching as she does posing, we’d be done training already. Does she want to fight, or is she auditioning for a play? Next time she does that heart-palm thing, we should just spit on the floor. See how ‘ceremonial’ she feels then…”

He disappears before he can say more as I force him away. 

Assholethaniel has proven useful at times, and he is the one I made to handle close-range combat, body strengthening, and the like. It was in the era when I was trying to reduce the number of sub minds, so I combined some.

In the end, I still believe him about one thing. I suspect we’re already at a point close to 50% of the presence of what she was capable of back on Eladore. Even though it was still weakened, and even though that version wasn’t even close to the strength of the Prime Liss who challenged Pride, it’s almost enough to make me happy.

But I erase such thoughts. There will be time for such things later.

For now, I will continue to do my best. And then some.

            


Chapter 843 - The Bottom of the Mountain


                It is a weird feeling that I have a difficult time describing. I think my state has been locked while we’re in the mental space, so I am stuck at the same energy levels I had when I found myself here. I don’t feel refreshed after rest, nor do I find myself getting tired or sleepy.

Instead, there’s just this ever-present feeling of… growing thin? Almost as if something’s getting close to slipping out. Like when you’re starting to bleed out, and you get to feeling lightheaded as your heart palpitates in that weird way and fear threatens to take over.

But this is a great opportunity, and there’s so much I’ll need to do in the future. It’s not just out of necessity, nor is it something being forced on me, there are many things I want to do. I refuse to be swayed by external factors. I continue to find things I enjoy, like my hobbies, interests, and all sorts of things I can have fun doing.

It might be selfish. So what? I’m selfish, and I think everyone should be, at least a little bit.

We also stopped training me to endure 50% of Lissandra’s presence. It seems I must have passed, as we continue onto different training, though she grumbles and says I’m still lacking, so at least she doesn’t find me so pathetic that she’s ready to drop it all.

Lissandra refuses to tell me how much of her presence I actually endured and simply switches to saying that enduring the presence of others is just the basics. After all, how can you even attempt to fight if just feeling your opponent’s power causes you to pop like a balloon?

For the next training session, we start working on my mana based body strengthening. There is a limit to how much I can do with my low constitution, but she doesn’t trash me on it too much. I think she finds my idea interesting: making my body weak so my stronger active skills can influence changes within it at a faster rate and on a deeper level.

Still, by using kinetic energy to absorb some of the impact and strain, and then using a combination of Lioren’s techniques and proper body strengthening methods from Lissandra, I improve quickly.

Even though I prefer mid range attacks, when I get annoyed, I still have a tendency to slip into close quarters combat. I have plenty of experience with that, and thanks to my eyes, I’ve been able to observe most of the ways people tend to use mana for body reinforcement.

Lissandra’s technique, on the other hand, is similar to the Mana Cycling she taught me. It’s the sort of thing I suspect many modern Champions or Absolutes would call obsolete, or old-school. Yet, I like the simplicity of it, I like the output, and I like the danger of destroying my body that forces me to keep making improvements. In exchange for harder handling and the danger, I get a higher output than the usual, more “modern” techniques.

I think the one she’s teaching me is also being specially tailored for me, taking the tendencies she’s observed into consideration. There is not a speck of doubt in my mind that there are still Champions who’d be willing to sell their firstborn just to have a custom technique from this Absolute.

I really want to tell Deva about it. My thoughts stop there as I imagine the face of Sophie’s Thylarin disciple, and I chuckle.

That moment of inattention causes my body to break, but I manifest it once again, though it takes a few seconds longer this time as I gather myself back together. It has been getting harder as of late.

Swiftly, I go into overdrive again and circulate mana through my body to strengthen it the ways Lissandra showed me. I boost myself ahead and slam my fist against the stone pillar in front of me. Being as tall as a telephone pole and as wide as my arms spread from fingertip to fingertip, it cracks and breaks.

I watch it slowly slide down and crash into another pillar nearby.

Currently, I’m surrounded by dozens of them growing from a calm pool of water. It seems like I am in the middle of the sea, though the water barely reaches my ankles. Each of these pillars is impossible to destroy in any other way than the body strengthening I’m being taught.

I tried it, and not even my full power lance could put a scratch in them. I wonder if Lissandra is really able to make pillars like this, or if it’s just an advantage of training in mental space and-

My body explodes as I lose control of the mana I’m circulating for reinforcement.

As I remanifest myself, Assholethaniel appears for a moment. Tall, wide-shouldered, and muscular, he is the combination of close combat, body strenghtening and movement subminds and the part of me usually dealing with this kind of stuff. Meanwhile, Nerdthaniel is the submind taking care of my stored arrays, Preeminence Eyes, and more delicate uses of mana, among some other things.

Before he can say anything, he disappears as I put my mind together.

My hand closes into a fist, and in a burst of movement that does not ripple the water, I reach another pillar. I hit it with all my force, and it cracks and breaks, as does the row of a dozen pillars behind it.

I move ahead, leaving a forest of broken pillars behind me and moving toward thousands more.

 







 

Assholethaniel sits near my thermal cube, wearing his school bully jock jacket. There is so much snow around us that it almost forms a wall, leaving only a small cleared space around the cube. It is surprisingly cold, and the blizzard constantly washes over us.

This part of the training is oriented toward using mana alone to endure a harsh environment, in this case, the cold. The thermal cube provides little more than emotional support and a nice light.

Another of my subminds stands nearby, the one that usually takes care of managing my primordial energies. This Nathaniel is a bit taller than me, but he’s slimmer. He has white hair, red eyes, and two tiny pointy horns similar to Vega’s. Over his shoulders, he wears an imitation of the mantle, the mid-pristine item that the vice guild master placed on me during my coronation as guild master of the Primordial Knights.

Both subminds are unusually quiet, but I’m the same. A lot of my effort is going into not freezing, so I suppose it’s no surprise it’s manifested in this way.

None of us notice him before he appears, but Sneakythaniel is suddenly there as well. He has a bright smile on his childish face as he takes the tattered red blanket off his shoulders, places it on mine, and puts his hands on his waist in a heroic pose. He disappears the next moment, but the blanket stays around my shoulders.

As if in response, the cold increases.

Both Demonthaniel and Assholethaniel disappear. The blanket around my shoulders becomes more transparent and threatens to vanish, but I grab it and hold it there. Shuddering in the cold, I close my eyes to maintain the required state of the technique I’m using.

Soon after, the thermal cube fades away, leaving me in the dark and the ever present, bone freezing blizzard.

 







 

My next training objective is different. The area has changed once again to a single enormous mountain that I must climb using mana reinforced body movements to reach the top.

In this place, I can feel my wounds, which are apparently being emphasized to hinder me more. Sometimes an attack comes out of nowhere, blowing a hole through me to force me to modify the way I’ve been circulating mana and keep my body strengthened. If the overall stability is breached, I break apart and remanifest at the bottom of the mountain to start over.

There is also a limit on the amount of mana I can use. Though the amount is generous, it’s far from my usual reserves. Instead of constantly keeping it active, I have to switch it on and off as needed to leap higher, avoid stone avalanches, or maintain the speed required to run higher and higher.

It’s been a long time since I actually saw Lissandra. I only occasionally hear her voice as she explains the training or the techniques she is showing me. It’s also been a long time since I last wondered how much of this training I will actually be able to remember.

A few minutes later, my mana control slips. My leap proves to be too short, causing me to miss my mark and begin rolling down the mountain. I flail my hands to bury them into the rock, tearing my skin and fingers as I stop myself. The gravity here is much higher than anything I’ve felt so far, making it difficult to get up on my feet. I manage to stand only to watch an avalanche of huge boulders rolling toward me, caused by my mistake. It’s punishing like that.

I do not give up until the last moment. I try to dodge the stones, move to the side, and leap over them, but they just keep coming. Each one moves at higher and higher speeds, and they’re impossible for me to break in this setup.

Once again, I find myself at the bottom of the mountain, turning my head to look toward the summit hidden high in the clouds where a storm rages.

Shrugging my shoulders, I move toward a huge boulder with a flat side sitting nearby. With the tip of my finger, I scratch a short line into it and look to the left at the dozens of similar lines already carved there.

As I start thinking of a new pathway toward the top and try to remember the route, the distances, and other details, Mapthaniel manifests near me. He’s as tall as I am but has no Preeminence Eyes. Instead, all of his skin has been covered in drawn arrays like dense, delicate tattoos, and the scars I carry are even more visible on him.

We speak for a while as I plan the route. Once I concentrate further, he disappears, and I head off to climb the mountain.

 







 

The slope of the mountain grows almost vertical, and the rain crashes against me. I notice my reserves expanding slightly as Lissandra stops suppressing me as much, but it’s not meant to ease my burden. Instead, it’s because I now have to constantly maintain a defensive layer of mana on my body to protect myself against droplets of mana filled rain trying to pierce my skin.

The wind and rain press harder against me, causing me to squint. The rock is slippery, it is dark, and flashes of lightning occasionally pierce the air. The rumble that follows sends out disruptive waves that I must defend myself against in turn.

My fingers no longer stab easily into the rock, and the gravity is much higher than it was before. Often, the holds I use break, almost causing me to slide down.

Another gust of wind presses against me, and the rain intensifies. I cannot simply create a single layer and keep it up to defend against the rain, every time I try, the droplets pierce right through. Instead, I must maintain multiple smaller zones, and I’m sure that soon I will be forced to defend against each individual droplet, forcing my brain to keep up with thousands and thousands of calculations at a time.

It is so ridiculous that my face twists itself into a smile.

Reinforcing my body, I pull myself higher and higher until I reach a point where lightning begins striking the area around me. I try to form an orb of mana to serve as a lightning rod, but I’m too slow. The lightning breaks through the defensive layers I’ve created, hurting me and breaking my hold, causing me to fall.

Instead of flailing my hands or wasting mana, I keep my eyes wide open even as I bounce off the rock. The rain stabs into me as I fall for a few seconds through the darkness. Only when I notice a good hold does my hand shoot forward to grab it, leaving me hanging by one hand.

The intensified gravity pulls me down, causing the muscles in my arm to tear, but I still maintain my grip.

Yet another lightning strike shoots at me just as I throw a modified orb in front of me to redirect it. I can feel the heat and power of the strike as it passes right by me. I swing my free hand to grab the hold as well and begin pulling myself up.

Then, that hold breaks, sending me tumbling down even as I try to stop my fall, but fail.

Once again, I remanifest at the bottom of the mountain. There is no rain here, and it’s so incredibly peaceful and quiet.

A bit of my mana glows at the tip of my finger as I draw a line into the flat side of the boulder next to its thousands of siblings, and then I start climbing up once more.

            


Chapter 844 - Figurines


                I pull myself higher, and lightning crashes down from the sky, slamming into my body. A few more follow, and, unlike before, I don’t even try to redirect them with an orb. Instead, they crash against a thin layer of mana spread out across my skin. The charge still causes my hair to rise up before it settles back down, damp under the rain.

Some of the raindrops contain mana, and some don’t. If I try to block them all, my mana drains before I even get close to the peak. So now, I use a large number of small sections that light up in turn as they fend off the strikes.

I thought it would be more difficult, but this is something I can do even with my current capabilities. I think it is Lissandra’s intent to make me use my abilities more efficiently and to push me to realize it.

In a way, it doesn’t even feel like training. It’s just her throwing me into shitty situations and telling me to deal with it and adapt. Even now, she rarely tells me exactly what I need to do, she just gives me a rough idea and leaves the rest up to me.

Another stone avalanche begins to rain down just as the clouds start to deepen the darkness in the sky, forcing me to rely on mana-based perception more. I know that this avalanche isn’t something I’ll be able to avoid, as I have tried it many times before. Instead, I change the fluctuation of the mana on my hand and stab it into the mountain, barely managing to drive it into the rock. Most of my remaining mana flickers across my skin as I brace myself to endure the hits, with my face turned toward the falling rocks to at least partially avoid a few strikes before moving higher.

Then, what feels like ten minutes later, the dark clouds around me begin to thin out, and the gravity weakens to the point that I feel extremely light and fast. The lightning stops, and there is no thunder anymore, and no rain to speak of.

Slowly, sunlight pierces the dark clouds, landing around me and making me realize just how cold I’ve been the entire time. More light passes through, allowing me to see more of the area, and my eyes are pulled toward one place.

What I thought was the summit, what I just managed to climb, is just a small false peak, and a bit further beyond it, I can see another slope beginning. Its surface is reminiscent of the old ruins of a city, covered in vines and fauna that are taking over. The air around it wavers under intense heat, and there are zones that seem like they’ve been covered in poisonous clouds.

There’s probably some metaphor I could quote in this situation, something about there always being a higher mountain to climb, but I just wonder if I fall there, does that mean I’ll remanifest at the bottom of this part or of the first mountain.

It’s a silly question, as the answer should be obvious, knowing the personality of… of… oh, yes, it is Lissandra I’m training with.

Still, I find myself feeling giddy and addicted to this feeling. I’ve learned so much about myself, about all the capabilities I have and haven’t even been using fully. It is, truly, addicting.

But I can’t allow myself to get lost in that feeling. Here, I really like that muscular demon’s philosophy of looking down at people who let themselves be controlled by their feelings. He always controls himself, only letting loose when he judges the response to be reasonable.

So I wait for a bit. I bathe in the light and take stock of how much Lissandra’s limited my body this time and take a moment to see what I have to work with.

Then, I move to climb again.

 







 

The space surrounding me now is a battlefield, the surface of a planet pocked with craters, some of which are city-sized, while others are much smaller. There are giant animals reminiscent of goats, with spikes growing from their backs and burning fur. Resting against a fallen tower nearby, a similarly gigantic figure rests. A massive iron spear pierces a thylarin’s chest, skewering his skyscraper-sized body to the ground.

“One of your memories?” I ask the silver haired woman.

Her eyes stay locked on the place for a while longer before she nods, but she doesn’t say anything about it and just continues our training.

“You have told me that you don’t intend to strengthen your Empyrean Ichor trait beyond the third stage. Putting aside your delusions regarding getting your hands on fourth-stage strengthening, I want to hear what led you to this decision.”

“Before I answer, are the fourth and fifth stages really that rare?”

“They are. Four possible strengthenings are something that becomes possible for your traits as you become a Champion, and the fifth is for when you become an Absolute, with the fifth being the limit. Then there are the possible evolutions which tend to reset your stages, forcing you to strengthen your trait again. Furthermore, there’s a huge difference in the quality of traits. Some third-stage traits can be stronger than a fifth-stage.”

“So, as always, it’s not simple.”

“Indeed.”

I take my eyes off the huge thylarin’s body and start to speak, “I don’t like the idea of delving too deeply into Empyrean Ichor or the lance. I worry that it will influence my primary class and other options too much.”

“And why is that a concern?”

“They all failed or went into hiding. The most powerful of the Empyreans were akin to demigods, with what was likely much purer blood than I will ever have, and even their own divine hearts, yet it didn’t seem to count for much. You just see skills, hear of them, someone mentions how powerful the Thaumarch was, and that’s it. Even their god is dead. All that remains are fragments, a corpse people like me use.”

“Your way of thinking is very arrogant, little pup. Those you speak of were among the most powerful beings this universe ever birthed. Many would be happy to even reach a fragment of the power they carried.”

“I know.”

“So why?”

My head still feels wobbly as I strain to keep myself together. I feel something akin to a tugging on my mind, threatening to unwind what makes me me. To make me lose myself within it all.

But no matter how thin I spread myself. No matter how many parts of me I see manifested in this space. No matter how many months have passed, how deep this thought acceleration goes, or what Lissandra throws at me. A core that is me blazes in the middle of it all, always gathering all my pieces together again.

The main part of me that makes up my personality and the most important things about me. My focus, my ability to channel, all my effort, and the precious memories and bonds I hold.

“I don’t think I could give it my all if I knew it was a road someone else already walked, and that was proven to not be enough. Maybe I could walk that road better, yes, push further than they did, or perhaps I’d have a bit more luck. But I think I’ll do better if I do it my way,” I say.

There is a dead human wearing beautiful blue armor with his eyes wide open as he stares at the sky. No wounds are visible on his body, and I move my hand over his eyelids to close his eyes.

“I will see how the strengthening changes my Mana Physique, and then I will focus on getting it to evolve and make it even stronger until it’s the thing influencing my blood instead of the opposite. Though I’m sure I’ll have to make some things up as I go. And what’s your plan?”

Her eyes linger on one body in the distance as she answers, “It’s the sort of thing I’d rather not share, there are beings that could be listening in.”

“Even here?”

“Even here,” she confirms.

“Usually you wouldn’t let them, or wouldn’t care. What you’re planning must be truly nasty.”

A smile appears on her face as the light dances in her eyes. “Something like that.”

 







 

This time I have to run. What lies in front of me is a stretch of flat, grassy ground. The sky is blue with not a cloud to be seen, and there is a slight breeze. The gravity is similar to that of the eleventh tutorial floor. There are no trees, no rocks, no buildings, or any obstacles. There isn’t even a finish line for me to run toward.

My single objective here is to run as fast as possible. Once I start running, I’m not allowed to drop under a certain level of speed, and that limit continues to increase, forcing me to run faster and faster.

I’ve probably failed a few thousand times already.

As I stand there, I shake my head to keep myself from blanking out after a long period of remanifestation, as my body seems like it’s about to sway and fail. The edge of my vision is hazed over, and there are several of my manifested subminds all around me. They’re even talking to me, though it sounds somewhat distant.

When I turn to look at them, they disappear, moving to the edge of my vision, and their voices start sounding in my head, louder and louder. Lissandra also says something that I pick up the meaning of, though I don’t hear the exact words.

I open my mouth to say something, but no words come out. So I close my mouth, move my chin a bit, and try to talk again, only for some sort of funny noise to escape instead.

I chuckle and smile. The air is nice, and I take a deep breath just as I feel the breeze pressing against me.

My body begins to lean forward and fall, and I let it happen. My vision clears a little, and mana races through my body. Just when it seems like I’m about to faceplant against the ground, I send another burst through my legs and explode into a run. Immediately, the space around me becomes a blur, and the attacks that were shooting my way before do so again, forcing me to dodge them nimbly while attempting to maintain my speed.

 







 

A few hours later. Or maybe it’s a few weeks. Possibly centuries? How would I know?

Around me, there are hundreds of figurines, me and them, standing in what looks to be a beautiful meadow full of flowers with trees standing in the distance. Each of these figurines has its own natural barrier, different from all the others, and requires a different method to pierce.

Some of the figurines are made of wood, others are metal or covered in fabric. Some are even a luxurious kind of dark wood, covered in white fabric, like the sort one would see in a high-end dealer of fancy suits. None of the figurines have a face, and all of them are moving. A few steps here and there, a small circle, waving hands, things like that.

My objective is to locate the one that’s preparing to attack me. That charge of that attack is purposefully hidden, and every time, it’s too powerful to stop. It is at the level of an Absolute, so it is nothing I could disrupt.

But if I hit the figurine a short moment before the attack launches, the attack will be canceled out.

It might be because of boredom, but I have also counted the length of this exercise, though I don’t know how much time passed during the other ones. I decided not to count again after this exercise is over. I have a reputation to maintain.

There are 417 figurines. The average number of attacks is currently sitting at 11 per minute. The time between each attack averages 5.45 seconds. The total number of attacks that have caused me to remanifest is 1,568,160. The total seconds that have passed is 8,553,601. The estimated number of flowers in the meadow is about 667,213, and I’m still annoyed by the thought that somehow I haven’t counted them all.

It makes for good training, as it allows me, without any danger, an opportunity to observe and react to the charging of an Absolute level attack. Even if it’s not currently useful in any real sense.

I think I’ll fail this one, as it’s just too ridiculous, but I also think I’m okay with it.

 







 

10,163,222 seconds later, I succeed.

 







 

An unknown amount of time later, a notification jumpscares me.

 

Congratulations, you have acquired a new skill!

            


Chapter 845 - Overly Diligent


                [Selective Adaptation].That’s the name of my new skill. I want to give it a bit more thought, but a small movement on the edge of my vision catches my attention, and I see a few people sitting under a tree, and a huge lizard resting behind them.

Ignoring them, I look up, following the sensation of someone touching my head. Lissandra stands there in her younger form, as if waiting for me to meet her eyes.

Slightly annoyed, I frown and circulate my mana to activate my skill. Following the lingering connection and the structure of the inscriptions drawn above my head, I remanifest back inside my mental space.

At first, there is nothing surrounding me, just that neverending white space. Then slowly, as if hesitating, the training environment I was in before being tossed back outside begins to form.

Three beings appear, the ones Lissandra refers to as street rats of Eladore, though I am confident she has to be exaggerating. There is just no way a street rat would be powerful enough to wipe the floor with a fresh S rank.

These three rats notice my appearance and turn to me, their eyes glinting. They stand as high as my waist and are slimmer than a usual rat, though they have longer legs.

Their natural barriers strengthen as mana circulates through their bodies in a mana-based body strengthening technique. They move at a speed that almost makes it seem like they are teleporting, and bite with the sort of force that I am confident would be enough to damage even Lily.

My body moves, utilizing the same technique and speed. Since my mana reserves are unhindered and fully available, I throw everything I can into my movement.

When one of them bites off my arm, I just chuckle. I kick another one, slam my forehead into the one going for my neck, and grab the tail of the third to spin and throw it away.

Rather than trying to match their movement, I focus on observing mana wavelengths to predict their actions, especially since each of them is faster than I am.

My objective is to defeat all of them, and then move on to the next exercise.

 







 

POV Myrra

Savant is no fun, he’s too measured and cold, and not in a fun way like the feral one. Weslin is interesting, friendly, and direct, though he’s somewhat lacking in intensity. Morwag is fun. I want to fight Morwag, and I can tell he wants to fight me, but neither of us tries anything, as a single pulse of mana from Lady Lissandra stops us.

Like the good lynthari I am, I sit there and look at her as she turns my way. It’s already been an hour since she and Nathaniel started, and the entire time she’s kept her hand on his head. But unlike him, she seems to be able to perceive what’s happening around her.

It’s like she would ignite in the sort of flames that would burn the very structure of reality itself if she lost control even for a second.

Morwag passes by me to make his way over to Lissandra, just tapping my shoulder in a way that makes me want to attack him immediately. He isn’t even smiling or directly challenging me. So I have to wonder, is he even really a demon? The feral one feels more like a proper demon. What an annoying guy.

My attention switches to Brichant, whom I’ve been pumping for information most of this time.

“So the 11th floor is a desert? My planet used to have one as well, though you had to be very careful because of the body of the fallen. But at least there weren’t any ants!” I tell him.

“I would say it’s probably hotter than the desert you were used to.”

“That sounds nice! I like heat,” I sigh. “Nothing against the Wywy, but this floor is damn boring.”

As I say that, of course, the wyvern doesn’t even react. It just lazily lies there, its head and eyes turned towards Lissandra and Nathaniel. I think it’s waiting for Lissandra to show a moment of weakness so it can kill her.

Then I slam the sword Brichant lent me against the ground. “And why isn’t it talking anymore?”

“Maybe it’s scared?” Brichant asks.

“It is,” Lissandra says. “Centuries ago, it may have been used to slay a wyvern or two, I can still sense the blood upon the metal. It must be wary about what this one will do.”

The huge, one winged wyvern doesn’t even bother turning or looking at the sword, it just lazily says something in that terrifying language only Lissandra understands.

Without taking her hand off Nathaniel’s head, she snorts and doesn’t respond. Instead, she talks to me. “The sword houses the majority of its creator’s power, but that power remains nearly inaccessible without him. Little kitten, I know you would bother me to no end, so I may as well explain a little. It was an effort to purify the creator’s bloodline by sequestering his excess power into an ego weapon, creating a symbiotic resonance between them. Honestly, the mechanics are actually somewhat impressive.”

“Thank you, Lady Lissandra!” I call out to her, knowing how much effort it must have taken. She is quite grumbly when something interrupts what she is doing. I quickly poke Brichant. “Go on, praise her too!”

The lumoran just laughs nervously, and after looking at Lissandra, the coward stays quiet. I bet Nathaniel would say something.

“How is he doing, Lady Lissandra?” I ask her.

“Decently.”

“Oh, that good?”

“I said decently, little kitten.”

“Sure! How much time has passed? Longer than you expected, right?” I can tell I’m smiling now, and that smile widens as she looks at me.

“That amounts to nothing if he breaks his mind.”

“Then cut it short. Just tell him you got bored.”

“Little kitten, you are being exceedingly annoying today.”

I know when it is better not to push, so instead, I talk with Nathaniel’s friends a bit more for a while, until it finally seems to end.

Nathaniel opens his eyes for a few seconds before looking up at Lissandra and closing them again.

That woman, who packs such terrifying power in a body that’s so small by comparison, opens her mouth but in the end says nothing. I don’t know if it is just the play of the light, but for just a moment she seems to smile.

Since then, I don’t take my eyes off Nathaniel, off the contours of his face, the scars I can see lining his body, and the one going from his cheek across his neck. He sits there motionlessly, not even twitching.

He hasn’t changed at all, has he? Truly, the name I gave him fits him well. I really like that feral effort he can throw himself into with anything.

It’s much later when he opens his eyes again, and this time it seems to be truly over, as Lissandra takes her hand from his head and takes a step back.

He stands up, swaying slightly as the way mana moves around him changes and he regains his balance. He looks around, passing his gaze over me and the others, and then looks at Lissandra as if waiting for something.

“I said it is over,” she says.

Nathaniel tilts his head as if not understanding, looking at her, still waiting.

Lissandra moves almost uncharacteristically kindly and takes his hand, slowly leading him towards a boulder nearby, where she forces him to sit.

“Take your time,” she says to him after that. She then does something to erase the inscriptions from his head before taking a step away to sit nearby.

He watches her curiously, and then his eyes turn to me for a moment. I smile brightly and wave. That causes his eyes to widen, but then he waves back and chuckles. He looks at the fake sky of this floor of the First Dungeon and takes a breath.

Then, his mana begins to move differently. He begins to radiate a lot more of it too, even reaching out toward the ambient mana as well, pulling it inward like a whirlpool. In a small area around him, everything becomes black and white as an even darker black orb forms over his hand. And he watches it with eyes that manage to keep their color.

The sheer intensity of his gaze makes it difficult to take my eyes off him, and after a moment, I even begin to feel a pull on my own mana. At first I resist, but the pull keeps getting stronger and stronger. In waves, all the mana starts getting pulled toward him and that orb, which refuses to so much as expand in size.

Even Lady Lissandra releases a terrifying amount of mana, a portion of which she got from the crown of that dickhead lumoran, Envy, and then throws the black dagger she has carried until now toward it.

Nathaniel continues to gather and shape that mana, forming it into the shape of a black dagger not dissimilar from the previous one. Though that seems to dissatisfy Lady Lissandra as she watches the… somewhat… original shape and look. She pokes it with her finger, making the shape a little more pleasing. The blade stays short and thick, but the guard and handle change a bit to become more elegant.

That continues for hours, to the point where Lissandra has to start helping him, and even the wyvern starts to pay a bit more attention. It even allows some of its own mana to be absorbed.

It’s also fun to watch the expressions of the demon, half demon, lumoran, and human as they witness it all.

 







 

POV Nathaniel

It feels like yet another exercise, though this one is real. 

I have a difficult time getting used to the fact that if something damages me here, I won’t just remanifest, which is a bit inconvenient. Even if that just means a higher spike in difficulty.

It is still possible this is another tricky bit of training. Maybe I should really try and… okay, I probably shouldn’t. The notifications I’m getting confirm this is real.

[Focus - lvl 80 > Focus - lvl 81]

[Focus - lvl 81 > Focus - lvl 82]

[Focus - lvl 82 > Focus - lvl 83]

Most of what I did was mostly a mental experience, and I now have to teach my body to adapt to it. I’m even now finding ways to improve the ways I’ve been using my skills. Even during all that training, there were ways I found I could improve them, so now, as I gather all that mana, I do so with that intent in mind.

Mind… I think I spent my last few days in there just gathering myself back together. Or maybe it took a bit longer than that? Well, I did it in the end, and that’s all that matters. For now, I don’t want to think about it. I want to forget about it for now and muse over it later. It wasn’t a great feeling.

I can’t seem to stay still. I’m getting used to the downtime, but it still feels unnatural not to be training. To fill the void, I’ve start gathering black mana for Lissandra, even though I still feel so empty and mentally exhausted.

I feel like I need to have a conversation to distract myself, so I look at Lissandra. “Can you talk about something? Anything.” As I say that, I hate how weak my voice sounds.

“Very well, let me tell you about one of my gardener’s ideas and how she tried to grow mana-dense fruits. It was an interesting idea, but the taste…” She then begins to talk, and I listen to it.

The longer I continue to gather mana, the more I start to feel like myself. It might have been a bit intentional, but we didn’t train anything based on mana channeling, which is what I’m best at. So doing it now feels like it’s all beginning to return to me. When I glance at Myrra, I almost feel like I haven’t seen her in years.

Allowing myself to listen, I concentrate further, especially as that ridiculous amount of mana starts flowing from the wyvern as well. If not for Lissandra, I don’t think I would have a chance to compress my mana so far or gather so much of it at once, and she’s also helping me stabilize it.

But I’m not selling myself short. I know neither Liss nor the one-winged wyvern would be able to do this without me and my access to black mana.

[Mana Manipulation - lvl 81 > Mana Manipulation - lvl 82]

[Mana Manipulation - lvl 82 > Mana Manipulation - lvl 83]

[Redistribution - lvl 80 > Redistribution - lvl 81]

And I know these notifications are just the start. These are just the most immediate changes to make themselves known after all that training, with more and more coming as I get my body and brain used to the new methods, just as I forced my subconscious to do.

It’s ridiculous.

As is the amount of mana compressed in front of me in the shape of a black dagger. Even now, it’s difficult to see it as the fragment of a god, a piece of the corpse that appears if you compress hard enough.

I watch as Lissandra grabs that dagger and makes a few final changes before letting her hand rest along her body with it. “That much will suffice,” she says, gesturing for Myrra to come closer.

It seems they must have talked about it previously, as the lynthari smiles at her while Lissandra speaks, “The time we spent together has been terrible, little kitten. Your short attention span, your inability to control yourself, and many other flaws that would take too much time to name. Yet, I wish you the best of luck, and may we meet in the future.”

To that, Myrra just continues smiling. As a lynthari, she is three or so heads taller than Lissandra, so she gets on her knees so that they stand at a similar height. Even with the difference in size, not for a moment does it make anyone uncertain about who’s the more powerful one here.

I watch as Myrra gently takes Lissandra’s hand, lifts it up toward her lips, and kisses the back of it. “Thank you, Master Lissandra. Thank you for everything.” Myrra says in a tone that sounds almost uncharacteristic of her usually cheery self.

Lissandra moves her hand and puts it on top of Myrra’s head to caress it as she says, “Stay diligent, my disciple.”

“Yes, Master.” Myrra nods eagerly, her fangs showing in a smile.

Then Lissandra turns to me. “What I will be doing is too dangerous for the little kitten. I had hoped to expel her into your group, and it is possible that this will still happen. At worst, she will find herself in some other group from your planet. Some parts of the tutorial are so shoddily made I can’t even predict what floor she will find herself on. It could be the 1st, it could be the 13th. I just know that it won’t be Beyond.”

As she talks, she’s pointing with the dagger in the air, drawing black inscriptions there. All the ambient mana that remains in the air gets pulled to her, and she starts to pull even more from a much, much further distance. It rushes in so quickly it feels almost physical, as if everything around her is about to break, but it barely seems to impact the wall she’s set up.

“As for you and your baggage over there, I will use the remains of the teleportation I interrupted to send you where you were heading… What do you want?” Her eyes switch to Morwag, who stops standing nearby.

“One day I will challenge you,” the demon declares, causing even the wyvern to tilt its head.

Lissandra doesn’t laugh at him or put him down. Instead, she answers simply, “Challenge me with the respect such a duel requires, and I will reciprocate.”

I don’t even talk to her, we said everything we wanted to during my training. I probably talked about things in my weaker moments that I’d feel ashamed of now, but I get the sense she won’t tell anyone, so it’s somehow okay.

We also talked about Biscuit, and as per our deal, she confirmed she’ll check up on him and help if needed. I think it insulted her that I even asked for confirmation, like I was questioning her word.

But as she looks at me, I just nod, and she nods back in quiet understanding.

“Someone overly diligent is trying to interfere with my effort, but I sense no intent to cause you any harm, so I will let it be. Just be aware of it,” Lissandra says.

Having finished drawing the inscriptions, she then swings the dagger. All that gathered mana explodes, and a feeling like being tossed aside by the shockwave of an explosion encompasses me.

And as expected, the first thing I see when I look up from the ground is the black mandibles of a huge black ant.

Even though I’m not in my usual mood and my mind feels off, I force myself to say, “I want a six active skills combination tok-” but I don’t get to finish as the Ruler of Diligence snaps those mandibles, and I notice Ruby behind him with a difficult to read expression on her face.
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Chapter 846 - Blood on the Mandibles


                Those sharp, black mandibles close around my neck as Diligence lifts me into the air, and there’s no question in my mind that he could cut through my throat as if it were nothing. A part of me wonders if I could survive it. I could probably program a bit of my mana to reach toward my head as it gets severed, with another trigger to activate one of Lily’s healing marks. That could work.

Weslin, may the long-dead gods bless him, even rushes closer, slamming his hand into Diligence’s side with all his strength, but the resulting burst of void energy goes nowhere. Morwag is moving his binding energy and rearing up to join the fray, hell, even Savant is pulling his Sword of Aeons, and Brichant is preparing to betray his Colony leader.

All of them find themselves unable to move as the Ruler releases the tiniest bit of his true presence. Though this is just an avatar, a projection, a vessel, or a clone, that power is terrifying. A use of telekinesis then takes hold, pinning everyone in place.

“Maybe I should just destroy you this time,” the black ant says to me. “I am at the point where I’m starting to wonder if bearing the backlash for killing an attendee would really be worse than whatever mess you’re going to make in the future.”

The black mandibles move, cutting into my skin slightly and drawing a bit of blood from my neck. In his large compound eyes, I see hundreds of my reflections. Focusing on specific ones, I can clearly see my blank face as well as a few new scars. One near my ear, and another shorter one, sits at the corner of my lips. There are several more scarring the arm I used to craft that ridiculous dagger Lissandra now carries.

All of them refuse to heal, having formed when I started gathering black mana after the training. It’s just another manifestation of the toll my training took on me, along with all that quick skill levelling. And I’m confident there will be more of them. Still, I’m happy I have a bit of hair on my head, thanks to my healing passive and some help from one of Lily’s healing marks.

Unlike the boys, I endure the Ruler’s presence much better, and my hundreds of reflections smile tiredly.

“Dili, look, I’m tired,” I say. “Never in my life have I been so tired as I am now, but I have a feeling that if I close my eyes to rest, my mind will just burst out in all directions and I won’t be able to gather it back together.”

I reach up with one of my hands and touch the drop of blood on my neck, then the mandible. “Honestly, I feel like laughing manically, I feel like crying, and I feel like maybe I should just curl up and die. You know very well I won’t be able to stop you if you decide to kill me, so what’s making you hesitate?” I ask him curiously.

Instead of answering, the Ruler of Diligence just stares back at me.

The tense moment stretches for four more seconds, but I hardly find the energy to care.

And when I’m finally let go, I don’t even feel relief. Logically, I decide to keep the wound on my neck and not heal it, even stalling my natural regeneration. Against the rules loving Diligence, it should help me with negotiations as a clear reminder of his lack of control.

This time, Ruby doesn’t tease the black ant, and she didn’t even try to stop him before. I mostly believe that if I were in true danger, she would interfere, but who knows?

“Explorer Rankings of Beyond reset once every thousand years,” the black ant begins to talk in that way he always does, without a mouth, yet with a voice sounding as if it’s coming directly from him. “Such a long duration doesn’t allow the system to give rewards after the reset, as a high number of attendees would die long before receiving them, but it can do so based on the deepest First Dungeon floor reached. I don’t worry about the system taking it into consideration when you get a trait or Primary class, as those subsystems are more difficult to confuse. The problem is that at the end of the tutorial, you can receive additional rewards based on your Beyond performance.”

As he stops talking, his words begin to sink in, and I start to understand his worry, and he continues. “People serving as Handlers in Beyond also have an opportunity to enter the First Dungeon, and at the end of their role as they are leaving Beyond, they receive additional rewards based on the performance of their wards, in addition to their own performance in the First Dungeon. There are Absolutes that never managed to reach the floor you currently have in the rankings.”

“Won’t the Beyond system just consider their performance, recognise what happened, and refrain from giving too good of a reward?” Ruby asks him from behind her table.

“It is possible, but it is also possible that it will take their level and the short amount of time since they awakened to the system into consideration and greatly increase the rewards. You know very well that the Beyond subsystem isn’t perfectly connected to the main system, and that because of its structure and the closeness of the First Dungeon, it doesn’t share system calculations very well,” Diligence answers.

“Look, these rewards won’t be an issue until after our tutorials are over, right? Or just as they end. Can’t you just say it’s not your problem anymore at that point?” I suggest.

As the ant turns to me, it becomes obvious that he cannot or really does not want to. I’m no expert on ant expressions, but this much is clear.

Staring at me, he speaks again. “Then there’s the fact that you aided the imitation, and together you made that ridiculous dagger. Another problem is what the imitation has done to that lynthari, and furthermore, there’s what she has done to the replica of the Sword of Aeons.” Diligence twitches and moves quickly in front of me in a way that turns his chitin legs into a blur.

His mandibles are once again dangerously close, as I hear, “There is the matter of Nyssa Volare, too. Because of you and the others here, she has left the sixth floor, where I thought she would spend the rest of her tutorial without making a mess. If you ever wonder, know that it was Kindness who told her where you and your friends might be.”

Confused, I look at Ruby. “What do I have to do with it?”

“She just killed the Dhampir. So Dili is a bit annoyed,” the red-haired woman smiles and waves her hand, finally releasing the boys.

“Being in charge of a Beyond cycle is supposed to be a secondary responsibility. There are rules in place to make everything simple and ensure that things run smoothly, and yet this cycle is anything but,” Diligence complains, moving away from me again. “The Absolute’s imitation cut the lynthari’s connection to the tutorial, so she is now being fully treated as an Earth attendee. The system obviously reacted and made it impossible for it to happen again, so the imitation could not do the same for herself, and she is still tied to the tutorial such that she cannot leave. Yet, I have no illusions that she intends to remain in her cage. I haven’t fully seen through her and the One Winged’s preparations yet, but I’m starting to get an idea, and I’m seriously thinking of arming Wrath and sending him to face them.”

Ruby seems intrigued by this. Leaning back in the chair behind her old wooden table, she asks. “Do you think he would be enough?”

“Likely, especially if I were to give him Materia Armor. The problem remains that the 12th floor is spatially locked. Without the Main Defensive Array, it will be difficult to get there, especially without your help, but you, for some incomprehensible reason, refuse to assist, even though you seem to dislike the idea of this imitation of your master walking free.”

“What can I say? Women are mysterious creatures. Am I right, boys?”

As she turns to them, Brichant nods quickly with a big smile. Weslin nods only once she meets his eyes, and Savant follows suit. Meanwhile, Morwag smiles at her and doesn’t react at all.

Before the demon can become a splat against the floor, I interject. “That’s beyond our control as mere attendees, isn’t it? I think we should be sent away so you guys can think it over and decide. As for me, I refuse any change to my rewards. I’ve decided that I will gamble. Either the system will recognize me as a fraud, and I’ll receive no rewards for being on the 12th floor in the Explorer Rankings, or I’ll hit it big.”

“Maybe we should just let them be, Diligence. It’s as he said, he’ll receive the reward as the tutorial ends, so it’s not our problem. Meanwhile, we can start working on a fix, or hell, we can vote on the full integration of the Beyond subsystem into the main system if you really want to,” Ruby says.

I hadn’t even noticed it until now, but Morwag is already lying face down on the floor with his arms and legs spread wide, seemingly unable to move at all as something heavy presses him down.

“So, where is Myrra? And Zant?” I ask.

I get no answer. Both of the Rulers ignore me, seemingly having a conversation in their own thought accelerated space.

It must be a long one, as nearly two seconds pass before they seem to finish.

Diligence looks my way one more time and apologizes to the others for holding them so rudely and excluding them from the conversation. Then, he leaves us alone with Ruby.

Morwag continues to lie on the ground as she steps away from her table and walks over him, stepping on his back as she goes. Something cracks, but no one says anything. Smiling, she stops in front of Savant, who looks at her with confusion, especially as she now stands holding the Sword of Aeons that should be in his hand.

Looking at the blade of the beautiful sword, a replica of the greatest mana battery in all of Eladore, she flicks the metal with her nail. It lets out a clear, ringing tone. She observes it for a while longer with longing apparent on her face before handing it back to Savant. As if nothing happened, she passes by him and stops in front of me.

For a few moments, I return her gaze until she puts both of her hands on the sides of my face, holding me there to keep our eyes locked.

Ruby leans closer until our noses are almost touching and whispers, “There are many people taking interest in you, they want to take you, place their marks on you, and imprint themselves as a deep memory on your path. But more than anything, it just makes me greedier.”

She isn’t smiling at all, and her yellow eyes glow with a deep, fierce intensity.

“I didn’t take you for the jealous type,” I say, with a smile, just as she begins to shake my head.

When she lets go of me and begins to walk back toward her table, stepping on Morwag again as she does, she speaks louder, addressing everyone else as well. “I hate to disappoint you, but it seems that there will be no negotiations today. You can blame Diligence for summoning you here over nothing. Please forgive him, though, he has had a rough time lately with a dragon settling near his territory and a great deal of trouble with the corporations.”

Once seated, she waves her hand. I feel a sudden pull on my body as she calls out her goodbyes. “I dislike people who spread information that could identify me as Nathaniel’s handler, so keep that in mind, boys. And be careful with our dear, cute Nyssa. She seems to be really fired up, and Kindness gave her the coordinates of the location you’re most likely to appear.”

In the next moment, we manifest on what I assume is the surface of Beyond. Morwag shouts something about a wench as I look around.

As I remember from my first visit, the place looks unassuming and normal. I can’t quite tell what provides the light here; the sun’s rays pierce through the clouds and patches of blue sky, making the surrounding area feel ordinary. There is grass, hills, rocks, and even some smaller trees.

The biggest difference is the pull I feel on my mana, currently attempting to drag it beneath my feet and much lower into the First Dungeon. The gravity also feels heavier than when I first arrived, seemingly growing stronger the more mana I leak.

I take a moment to examine this interesting concept, and we rest for a few hours without being interrupted by any monsters, when a burst of kinetic energy finally explodes in the distance. The force is immense enough to make even Morwag shut up, as betrayer of the Colony Brichant, Weslin, and Savant all turn their attention toward it.

The technique is rough, but the power behind it is staggering. Every beat of her heart generates a gargantuan amount of kinetic energy, which she directs like the stream of a jet engine. Her movements are uneven, but each burst carries her a huge distance, perfectly synced with her heartbeat.

She flies high in the air past us and slings around with incredible speed, entirely ignoring the crushing G-force such a turn creates, before crashing into the ground like a meteor. The impact sends up a massive explosion of rock, dirt, and grass.

I hear a soft cough, and Nyssa steps out of the dust cloud, waving her hand to clear the air in front of her.

The state of her clothes puts me on high alert. She isn’t wearing a jacket, just a pale blue tank top, and her white pants are rolled up over her knees. She isn’t even wearing boots.

“Nyssa,” I say, my voice weary yet steady and confident. “I haven’t gotten used to all the changes yet. I don’t want to kill you by mistake.”

Her pale red eyes seem even lighter than before. Her pale skin, white eyelashes, and short, uneven white horns contrast sharply with the black hair she has combed and tied back.

“I don’t intend to kill any of you either, but if you continue to look down on me, you will die,” Nyssa says.

Her voice is calm, making it clear she has come to challenge all of us at once.

No one has the chance to complain.

The light falling from the sky intensifies, melting the ground as she turns it into her weapon. Then, she charges.

            


Chapter 847 - Trailing The Boys


                Flashback Nyssa Volare

After conversing with the Vice Guild Master of the Primordial Knights, the guild’s former leader leaves the Megacity and makes her way to the third floor of the First Dungeon. It is the middle of the day by the time she reaches the Black Tower outpost. From there, she heads out and encounters a small group of people perched on top of a hill. They have an array of devices set up nearby and are observing an area off in the distance.

“What is that?” she asks curiously, coming up behind one of a lumoran scientists after passing the guards unnoticed.

The scientist, buried in his work, doesn’t even seem surprised by the new voice and doesn’t bother to turn around.

“Amazing, isn’t it!” he calls out excitedly. “You must be one of the new interns here, right? Don’t laze around! Hand me the mapping glass from the table.” Still not turning, he waves his hand toward the table while looking through what appears to be a heavily inscribed telescope.

Nyssa tilts her head curiously but quickly scurries toward the table. Looking it over, she finds the glass, picks it up, and moves back to place it into the waiting hand of the lumoran.

As he grabs it, he fits it onto the front of the telescope and talks excitedly, “So fascinating! The region has begun to exhibit a near absolute mana vacuum, and the dead zone is currently maintaining a steady outward expansion. However, based on my early projections, the tension will eventually reach a critical threshold and undergo a localized collapse. Given the current density, I estimate a total stabilization period of 192 days, assuming no external interference as the expansion rate decelerates.”

The telescope blinks out, and he hurriedly takes a mana battery from his pocket and slides it in to replace the emptied one so he can continue his observations. “What I wouldn’t pay to know what angered the Ruler of Diligence so much! If left alone, the collapse of this orb will create a massive crater, and the shockwave of this explosion will possibly even reach the Black Tower outpost! I know this isn’t even close to the limit of his powers, but in a way, it’s calming to see that even the Rulers can be carried away by such petty emotions as anger.”

“Won’t you destroy it?” Nyssa asks him.

“How would I do something ridiculous like that? That thing eats any mana that gets close. We could probably get the help of the Primordial Knights to test primordial energies against it, but it is rumored their S ranks were around when Diligence created the mana dead zone, so I would rather not.”

“I can destroy it if you want,” Nyssa says.

At that, the lumoran bursts into a loud laugh. “Oh, how nice it must be to be so naive.” Then his voice turns joking. “Okay, so even if you can, please don’t. We want to observe it for a while longer.”

He turns around to laugh at her further, but no one is standing there, leaving him looking around in confusion. His bewilderment only increases when the actual intern arrives five minutes later.

 







 

(Nyssa! I never thought I would not see you again!)

(Hello, Spark. I thought so as well, but it seems like I’m still a demon after all.)

(You are! A beautiful, perfect demon, Nyssa!)

(Thank you, Spark. Can you tell me why there are so many guards following me?)

(Hehe, I told them not to worry and to leave you alone, but they called me naive! They’re still a bit nervous after the last time people from your guild came by!)

(I heard from the Vice Guild Master that Mormor played around a bit.)

(Nyssa… I’m not sure if “playing around” fits the description. After the attack, the poor guild disbanded, but not before they paid for all the damage Morwag caused. They were very scared. I think Nathaniel threatened them with a guild war, and they wanted nothing to do with that!)

(Should I apologize for the trouble they caused?)

(You don’t have to! The punishment was already given, so at least in this case, there is no reason for you to apologise. Besides, you did nothing wrong.)

(I see. I will be leaving then. Can you tell them to stop pointing their weapons at me? You shouldn’t be pointing a weapon at anyone you aren’t ready to fight, or die facing.)

(They took out their weapons?! I will teleport them away right now. There! They’re gone. Sorry, Nyssa!)

(Thank you, Spark. I will be leaving then.)

(Bye! Tell Nathaniel I said hello!)

 







 

In the 1st city of the second floor, Nyssa finds a velnar in a suit bowing deeply before her.

There is desperation obvious in his voice as he cries out, “Please, I thought Sir Nathaniel Gwyn represented the Primordial Knights when I made a deal with him in the name of our company! We kept our promise and took care of Mister Duncan.”

“Why are you telling me this?” Nyssa asks.

That only causes the massive velnar to sweat more and bow even deeper. Out of the corner of his eye, he sees an empty plot of land that once belonged to the branch of a certain healing guild, now entirely erased. Even the city’s Champion opted not to punish the crazy S ranks of the Primordial Knights, choosing instead to simply send them away. And now, the demon, considered one of the greatest talents in a thousand years, stands there. This is someone who singlehandedly defeated a Champion.

“I apologize!” he shouts again as he makes a quick decision. “I will triple our commitments toward Mister Duncan.”

“Triple what?”

“F-five. Five times! Any more than that will ruin us!”

“If you really want to, but you don’t have to tell me that. Instead, please just tell me where I can find Duncan.”

“Of course I will!”

 







 

Duncan stands opposite Nyssa with a young lynthari boy called Lochi at his side. Though he is nervous, he maintains a slight smile to keep up his outgoing, professional expression. Meanwhile, Lochi stares at the pretty demon with eyes wide open. She isn’t even that much taller than him.

“So that’s what happened,” Duncan says after explaining the situation in Lake City.

“All the fish are gone?” Nyssa asks.

“Most of them. But something similar has happened a few times throughout history, so the lake should repopulate. Honestly, people are a bit angry, but Lake City gets a cut from each fish, so they’re not complaining too much because of the ridiculous amount of shards they’re due to get. However, I’m going to have to reduce the speed at which we’ve been selling the cores and materials so we don’t flood the market and reduce their value. I already hired a few merchants to help with that, and I hope you don’t mind me using your guild’s name to fend off some of the people trying to shamelessly take a cut. I am nowhere near powerful enough to fend them off on my own.”

“It’s okay. Nathaniel is the Guild Master now, so it’s up to him.”

“I see. Thank you.” Duncan smiles at her. “And as to your question about what happened, they followed a lynthari Lurker that appeared out of that Leviathan Fish to get the core back. Then, from what I heard, all of the lurkers died, and a bunch of people got their hands on arcane weapons. Later, according to some, the Ruler of Diligence was so angered that he seized all these weapons, along with all the shards people received. Some say Nathaniel and the others fought the Ruler at the center of the first floor, and as punishment, he sent them to the twelfth floor to die. Though I am sure most of that is just people exaggerating.”

“The Ruler of Diligence is actually quite nice, at least according to my handler.”

“Oh? Thank you for such firsthand information. I will take your word for it! May I make a shameless request of you, Lady Nyssa?”

“Just Nyssa. And I will listen to it.”

“If possible, please help Nathaniel if you find him in trouble. I owe him a lot, and I know I might not have anything to offer someone like you, but I am willing to give everything I own.”

“I am not sure I can promise that. I’ve returned to fight him and the others after all. But he shouldn’t be in any danger for the moment.”

“You want to kill them?”

“I don’t think I have ever truly wanted to kill someone, not even once in my life.”

 







 

As Nyssa heads toward the entrance floor to reach the surface of Beyond, she notices a presence approaching her.

A skillfully teleporting lynthari lurker with two tails cuts the distance to close in on her, and with a final step, it enters her strike zone. Her hand moves to destroy him, but at the last moment, she remembers what the guide, Duncan, told her about the lurker emerging from the belly of the Leviathan Fish and how the boys followed him.

Whether it is out of curiosity or a desire to follow in the tracks of the boys and face the same dangers they did, she decides in that moment to leave it be. She allows her natural barrier to be pierced and permits herself to be teleported over huge distances multiple times in a row until she finds herself in a massive, fleshy cave that looks like it’s inside a gargantuan being.

The lurker rushes away from her, joining many others nearby, but what catches her interest is a black figure with entirely red eyes. Its shape is that of a sickly thin human body with no defining details other than its pure blackness.

The text over its head identifies it as a Dhampir Lord.

Though it has no mouth, the Dhampir speaks. “Ahh, I thought my last death was unfortunate, but this very much compensates for it. Indeed, the Great One has delivered a royal gift to me!”

The surrounding lurkers don’t move while the Dhampir laughs maniacally. Nyssa watches him calmly and wordlessly.

Looking at her with hunger in his eyes, the Dhampir speaks, “I still remember the smell of your delicious blood when you entered the first floor for the first time. I smelled it all the way from here! Oh, how much I regretted being unable to get to you before you made your way deeper into the Dungeon!”

In a show of incredible speed, he appears behind her, but Nyssa doesn’t flinch even as he looms at her back. Despite his speed, her pale red eyes easily tracked his movement.

“Are you scared of me? Has your fear immobilized you?” the Dhampir asks, moving a stray lock of her black hair to reveal her slim, pale neck.

“I am not scared,” Nyssa says, then asks, “You want my blood?”

“Ah, yes, your blood… so vibrant. At once so lethal and yet still so full of life. The blood of the Great One is magnificent, of course, but as he is yet to be revived by my hand, his essence lacks a certain richness of flavor.” The Dhampir chuckles, and on the featureless black void of his face, a mouth tears open to reveal two long, gleaming white fangs.

Nyssa thinks for a moment before she turns her head to face him. A tiny, hopeful smile appears on her face. “Take it, then.”

With the same incredibly fast movement, the Dhampir buries his fangs in her neck, drinking deeply of her Primordial Blood without wasting so much as a drop. And the albino demon doesn’t even try to stop him.

After only a few seconds, the Dhampir stops and takes a step back, the shape of his mouth curving into a full crescent. “It is so much better than I thought. Such power and-” He pauses and takes a deep breath, his red eyes widening and his tongue flickering as he licks his fangs. “Oh yes, it packs a punch-”

He doesn’t get to finish as he bends over and projectile vomits for several seconds.

“What, not aga-” He doesn’t get to finish the sentence and vomits once again, a long stream that mixes blood with remnants of his breaking body.

Affected by his pain, the closest lurkers twist and collapse as well, spasming on the ground while Nyssa watches him sadly and says, “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be ridi-” Another groan of pain and more projectile vomiting follows until he fully collapses and stops moving.

Watching this, Nyssa checks her notifications and waves them away, moving slowly across the cave to kill the lurkers still twitching on the ground. After that, she leaves to continue her trip to the surface.

 







 

Taking all the shortcuts she can, using arrays and guild resources to access them, she reaches the portal and moves to the surface of Beyond.

She checks a compass-like item meant to lead her to the coordinates given by her handler and closes it once she finds she’s in the right place. No monsters attack her during that time, and it doesn’t take long for the people she is waiting for to appear.

Calmly, she takes off her jacket and folds it neatly to place it on a boulder, which she dusts off carefully. She rolls up her pants to reach over her knees and then clumsily jumps on one foot as she takes off her shoes and socks, which she also carefully folds and places near her jacket.

Nyssa moves several steps away, and once she is sure the dust from her launch won’t dirty her shoes, she lets her kinetic energy explode and flies toward the five signatures in the distance.

            


Chapter 848 - The boys vs the weird albino demon


                POV Nathaniel

The light Nyssa turned into a weapon now burns all around us, the temperature rising as she further concentrates its heat. Morwag shoots ahead to charge her, followed closely by Weslin and Savant, while Brich stays back to begin setting up his drones and deploying arrays. No one seems to hesitate, they all feel her dangerous presence much more acutely than I do.

Nyssa stops, and the rock in front of her explodes into a spike. She grabs it and pulls it from the ground, shaping it into a sword. Her kinetic output increases even further as she clashes against Morwag, who can’t endure the impact for longer than a second. His body is shot forward at high speed, possibly reaching sonic velocity.

Weslin barely avoids colliding with the demon, boosting himself closer to Nyssa right after. His void energy forms gauntlets up to his elbows, and he attacks Nyssa’s hold on her mana with the power of the void. The stone sword she holds meets the void gauntlets, but the stone doesn’t flicker or crack. Her heart beats, and a massive amount of kinetic energy moves through her body as she circles Weslin at high speed, kicking him and sending him rolling.

Once again, she lifts her stone sword to meet the Sword of Aeons, which is surely now close to or at the mid pristine level, the blade even shining with orange light as Savant surrounds it in his [Dawn]. Yet, the stone sword holds firm, causing Savant’s eyes to widen.

A single wing draws itself from his back, swinging to move him away, but Nyssa closes the distance between them instantly. Her hand clutches the stone sword as she attacks, disarming him and making him drop his weapon. And as she does, it becomes obvious to me that some skill sort of is at play here.

As she is about to pick up the Sword of Aeons, my [Empyrean Lance] shoots forth almost faster than I can track. Nyssa doesn’t even look my way, using her stone sword to parry and deflect the attack. She almost grabs the Sword of Aeons, but it releases a burst of energy in a huge explosion of orange light before she can. She moves like she’s being boosted by a jet engine to dodge the blast.

Savant steps out of that orange light, holding his Sword of Aeons once again, just as Morwag slams into the ground beside Nyssa. The demon binds her to a small area while multiple of Brich’s orbs start spinning around her, creating a field that envelops her in a sonic attack of some kind, combined with some sort of mental assault. Multiple links of the Obsidian Spine Chain, the chain weapon Morwag carries, shoot from the ground and coil around the stone sword in Nyssa’s hands.

She doesn’t even bother to pull the stone sword free, she simply lets go, and the sword crumbles as if it were returning to its state as a simple rock. Meanwhile, the gravity pulling at me increases as I continue to raise my mana.

Even while she fights the others, Nyssa moves her hand through the air as if she were caressing it. The air itself turns into her [Weapon] and starts shooting projectiles at me.

I raise a barrier to block them only when they’re moments away from stabbing into my face. I watch them crash, detecting the mana within them and analyzing the way she’s using her skill.

As Nyssa takes a battle stance, she almost playfully redirects Morwag’s punch. By tripling her speed, she easily matches him, redirecting a few more attacks before slamming her palm against his chest. Though she doesn’t wound him, the demon staggers back. Weslin, Savant, and Brich all move to attack her just as I slide into thought acceleration.

Nyssa’s face remains calm in the middle of the chaos. She shifts her gaze to look at me with pale red eyes, carrying a sense of calm confidence.

With her bare hand, she cuts through Morwag’s bindings. The blood circulating through her veins makes a joke of the mana radiation from Savant’s [Dawn]. Timing her movement with the next beat of her heart, she shoots toward me like a rocket.

Mana surges through me as I reinforce my body. Her fist crashes into my open palm, and I absorb all of the kinetic energy. Both the mana and the influx of kinetic energy serve to increase my movement speed as I launch an attack towards the area where I sense her heart beating, as well as throwing that energy back at her.

Nyssa parries it with the back of her hand, even redirecting it so it partially hits Weslin, who barely manages to defend himself with a burst of void. Her heart beats, and she pushes against me again.

I absorb her kinetic energy once more, this time repelling it as a blast around us that she simply cuts through. My barrier and the defensive layer lining my skin are sliced through as if they aren’t even there. Using her own hand as a [Weapon], she leaves a cut across my chest.

I watch the wound with a distant, tired coldness. My trait, the strengthening of Empyrean Ichor, is still applying, and a few hours of rest were far from enough. But that’s just the reality of the situation. My complaints aren’t good for anything in real combat or the difficult situations I keep finding myself in.

Nyssa understands this as well. There’s no way she hasn’t noticed my state, yet I don’t think it’s unfair in the least. She isn’t complaining about facing the five of us at once, after all.

I move faster than before, spinning around her using the movement of our kinetic energy as Lioren taught me and the body reinforcement I learned from Lissandra. And as I do, I weave both techniques together.

[Weave - lvl 18 > Weave - lvl 19]

[Weave - lvl 19 > Weave - lvl 20]

Taking the kinetic energy I generate, I release it in a punch directed at her head and her brain by extension.

At the same time, she gathers her own and sends it to clash against mine, resulting in an explosion that sends us both reeling backward.

Using the momentum of that blast, Nyssa spins and ducks under Weslin’s attack, as well as my lance. As she moves, she touches the ground and pulls another sword from the earth, this one made from simple grass.

She uses it to parry the void gauntlets. Morwag gets close as well and uses the moment to grab her hand, spinning to slam her against the ground, forging what seems to be a binding both of them to move at matching speeds. Scary feeling pulses of his primordial energy wash over her in a powerful unbinding force at the same time in an attempt to damage her. And under its influence, some of Weslin’s void in the area starts to break apart.

Even while airborne, Nyssa flings her sword to parry another of my lances. Her eyes narrow as she swings the grass sword, severing the hand Morwag was using to hold her. Freed from his grasp, she lands gracefully and uses a burst of kinetic energy to shoot away, dodging my projectiles once again.

In that single movement, Nyssa reaches Brich, who begins cursing as he pulls out Calvorn to block her strike. The lumoran’s speed and strength surge as he activates the many arrays inscribed in his armor, draining his mana batteries and the crystals imbued in his body. In rapid succession, he uses dozens of items all at once, activating each with an incredible speed and ease I still find difficult to grasp.

Weslin reaches them as well, and both face the albino demon while Morwag picks up his severed hand to reattach it. He looks on as the hand simply falls away and refuses to reconnect to his body. Seeing this, he tosses it aside like trash. His Obsidian Spine Chain coils around him, this time manifested from his own blood as he rushes back into the fray.

In a mere second, Weslin and Brich are sent flying, with identical cuts across their chests, deep, bleeding, and resisting all forms of healing. Morwag, meanwhile, endures, matching his speed to Nyssa’s with his insane body reinforcement technique.

The binding he made is gone, and any further bindings he tries to create she severs in an instant. When he attempts to bind their life forces together, his body crashes to the ground in agony as he feels the weight of her Primordial Blood. Even wracked with pain, he grabs her leg, giving Savant the opening he needs to release dozens of absorbed attacks, some of which I recognize as my own.

Shockwaves, heat, and debris wash through the area. As the smoke clears, Nyssa stands unwounded, having parried every attack perfectly. Morwag shows only minor damage that is already healing through his natural regeneration.

I lift my hand high into the air, and a short, powerful pulse shakes the battlefield. Both Morwag and Nyssa turn toward me. Multiple air projectiles created by Nyssa crash against me, reflected by the defensive layer across my skin, and I swing my hand down.

The gravity pulling on me increases, nearly breaking my body, but my reinforcement keeps me upright as I release all the mana I’ve gathered. The condensed mana of the entire area around us, combined with my own, crashes down with the weight of a mountain, concentrated exactly where Nyssa and Morwag stand.

The albino demon slides out of Morwag’s grasp and swings her grass sword upward, deflecting the full power of the explosion toward Morwag. His eyes widen just as the earth around him explodes, binding to his skin to create a dense rock armor as he doubles in size, but the force buries him deep into the ground anyway.

With a propulsion of kinetic energy, Nyssa reaches Brich. He lifts Calvorn to defend himself, but she feints with the grass sword. In another boost that ignores all the immense G-forces pushing against her, she moves around him and disarms him with a simple strike to the wrist. She catches Calvorn out of the air and twists, slamming it against Brich. The impact shatters his armor and sends him flying. Moving even faster than he can fall, she throws Calvorn, and it pierces Brich’s chest, pinning him to a tree half a mile away.

Another burst and she disappears, just as I throw another raw mana attack at her previous position that explodes there, creating a crater with smooth, almost mirror-like edges. And I continue to increase my output.

Nyssa reaches Weslin, and they clash in melee combat, with Savant joining in. Through the clouds, light pierces down, melting the ground and blinding my visual senses. She either entirely ignores the void and the orange light or simply parries the attacks with strikes of her own, which seem impossible to disrupt, cancel, or absorb.

Her speed increases until none of them can match her. In a burst of bloody energy, she sends Weslin to the ground with multiple limbs simply missing.

As Savant shoots into the sky to escape her reach, she catches him before he can gain distance, grabbing his feet and pulling him back down. He tanks one of her attacks, and his already massive output increases further as he drains mana from the Sword of Aeons, destroying the area around them. However, she strikes the side of his head, causing him to stumble and fight for consciousness. She breaks his leg with a kick, punches his side and neck, and finishes the assault by turning the air into another sword and stabbing it through his leg as he falls.

Morwag appears behind her again, his arms open to crush her in a big bear hug, but she jumps upward. The top of her head catches him under the chin, nearly knocking him out, before a blast of kinetic energy sends him hurtling toward me. I use another blast to redirect him to the side, where he crashes through the forest.

I boost myself backwards just as she boosts herself toward me. Morwag shakes off the daze and follows as we move to change the battlefield. Without Brich, Weslin, and Savant nearby, Nyssa’s kinetic output increases even further, and so does mine.

I use my new skill and force my body to gradually adapt to the strain that high speed movement is causing.

[Selective Adaptation - lvl 6 > Selective Adaptation - lvl 7]

[Selective Adaptation - lvl 7 > Selective Adaptation - lvl 8]

I sense her shifting her mana and applying it to the environment, so I move to the side just as an attack streaks past, cleaving a nearby mountain in half with a clean, jagged cut.

Emerging from a nearby cave, a monster appears. A creature made of rock and flesh. It has no face and no mouth, and it’s shaped like a fleshy ball from which rocky legs of varying lengths protrude. Despite its uneven legs, it moves with terrifying speed. With every step, the ground around it melts. A domain expands from the creature, setting the area ablaze, while a sonic attack crashes against us like a constant scream.

[Lithoderm - lvl ????]

I reach it first, absorbing a portion of the heat from its domain to fire a concentrated beam at Nyssa. She deflects it toward Morwag, who is already closing in. Without losing a stride, the demon binds the energy to a nearby tree, redirecting the beam away.

The Lithoderm doubles and then triples in size. With each expansion, the heat intensifies, and more legs sprout from its body. A halo of fire forms over its figure, releasing pulsing waves of flames that crash against us before roaring outward to incinerate everything in their path.

This time, I don’t bother to absorb the heat. I let the flames wash over me to test my defensive layer. When they pass through without causing damage, I deploy my Regalia array, growing in size as armor made of mana encases me. I crash into the monster, slamming it against the mountain. The stone begins to melt under the heat it releases, as does some of the mana making up my Regalia.

My senses flare with a warning. Quickly, I pull the Regalia back, shrinking down and boosting to the side just as Nyssa’s attack cleaves through the monster, severing a third of its legs. Then, like a demon projectile, Morwag crashes into the beast, binding his body to the ground to amplify his velocity. He slams into it with the force of an incredibly dense, demon shaped meteor, causing the area to shatter and the mountain to collapse entirely.

[You have defeated Lithoderm - lvl 481]

I judge the distance from Weslin and the others to be sufficient and land on a nearby peak while Morwag climbs out of the carcass. His Obsidian Spine Chain bursts from the corpse, now forged from the rock and flesh of the dead Lithoderm. It grows to the thickness of a bus and coils around him in a grotesque display of power.

Meanwhile, Nyssa swings her arm. All the ambient heat is pulled toward her as if the movement had created a massive vacuum. She quickly turns that heat into yet another sword, her [Weapon].

The rock beneath her feet shatters as she digs in, preparing to launch herself at us. I push my mana through my limbs, syncing my breathing with the rhythm of my reinforcement to ensure I don’t lag behind her first strike.

I look at the two of them and, after a swift calculation that ultimately ends up decided on a whim, I find myself smiling. I’ve been trying to take this seriously, but it continues to feel like yet another exercise.

            


Chapter 849 - Against Nyssa Volare


                [Eclipse] explodes across the area before I instantly pull it back, forcing it to linger on the surface of my skin. My mana circulation shifts, and I weave my kinetic and mana based reinforcements together.

An [Empyrean Lance] forms at my side, and I reach out and grab it. It breaks apart under my touch, only to [Weave] back together into the form of a short sword.

[Eclipse - lvl 71 > Eclipse - lvl 72]

[Eclipse - lvl 72 > Eclipse - lvl 73]

[Weave - lvl 20 > Weave - lvl 21]

[Weave - lvl 21 > Weave - lvl 22]

[Manifestation - lvl 47 > Manifestation - lvl 48]

My skills are leveling up rapidly, as if struggling to catch up to my current state. This puts further strain on my mind, as there are simply too many high level skills advancing simultaneously.

But when did I ever care about that?

In a burst of speed, I dash at Nyssa, the force of my takeoff shattering the mountain peak behind me. Projectiles of hardened air slam against my skin. Most break apart since they’re somewhat mana based, but her [Weapon] is truly something else, and shallow cuts begin to form on my skin.

My sword clashes against her blade of flames. The impact sends out a pulse of heat that scorches the earth and lashes of mana with gold and white cores that evaporate anything they touch.

I absorb the heat from the molten ground beneath my feet, even as it splashes around like water every time I move, but failing to burn me. Our blades clash again and again in a blurred rhythm. All the while, more projectiles continue to hammer against me and burst open.

The spine chain made of rock and flesh lashes out at us, and Nyssa deflects it toward me, but I release an omnidirectional burst of kinetic energy. Part of the blast pushes the chain back, while Nyssa cuts through the portion heading for her, forcing the links to whistle past her on either side of her. My strengthening intensifies further. I dodge another strike and close the gap, driving my sword toward Nyssa’s chest.

For a moment, she seems as though she might not catch up to the speed, but in my state of thought acceleration, I watch her eyes follow the attack. Then her speed increases further, and her free hand hits my wrist in just the right way to disarm me.

[Eclipse], stretched across my skin, starts to expand further, taking in the floating sword made of empyrean mana. And in that short moment, I feed it even more power before it explodes between us.

Nyssa uses the push to boost herself further toward Morwag, and her sword made of fire slams against his chest. Her movements blur as she turns back to me and swings her hand dozens of times in succession, blocking the rain of projectiles crashing down around her.

Morwag attacks her, but she ducks under the strike and still finds the time to almost elegantly use the back of her hand to redirect the [Empyrean Lance] I launch her way. It instead stabs directly into Morwag’s shoulder.

Nyssa jumps and runs along the spine chain, moving to attack her, then jumping and reaching me in a massive boost of kinetic energy.

Within my mind, I feel like I’m back inside my mental space. I track the movements of her mana, I reinforce my body, and I match her speed.

Nyssa reaches into the air to turn the mana around me into her [Weapon], but I tear the attempt apart with a ferocity that almost surprises me for a moment. All the mana surrounding us slides into my control instead, even without me needing to reach deep enough to use the fragments of that long dead god.

Something inside me gets annoyed by her attempt, so the mana starts to oscillate over my hand, and I boost myself towards her as I continue to adapt to the strain such speeds are putting on my body.

[Selective Adaptation - lvl 8 > Selective Adaptation - lvl 9]

I catch up to her and slash my hand across her neck, only for her to move the perfect distance away. It is the smallest possible movement to get out of my reach. She pays it back with an attack of her own, hitting me with an open palm in the middle of my chest.

I absorb all the kinetic energy from the blow, but the defensive layer on my skin gets blown apart by her [Weapon], even though I block most of the impact. With my body reinforced, I stagger back, and waves of mana shoot from me, crashing against her to stop her from pursuing the attack.

She stands there like a lighthouse in the middle of a stormy sea, deflecting it all.

[Eclipse] expands now, draining the colors from the area as I force all the mana within under my control and send it crashing against her.

Every time she swings her hand, she splits it apart, deflects it, or parries it. Her heart continues to beat, sending waves of her own kinetic energy pushing against my attacks. The light burns my skin before I absorb the heat and once again increase my output. As per my training, I try to keep the efficiency high, but the longer we fight, the more natural it feels to push harder and ignore it. The last seal on Ignition Heart partially releases as I start to redistribute that heat into mana.

My vessel manifests behind my back, twice my size, and a halo forms over its head. Inside the halo, mana spins and pulls on more and more of the ambient mana.

How did that exercise go? Was it something like this?

[Mana Manipulation - lvl 83 > Mana Manipulation - lvl 84]

All the mana around me moves and swirls. I imagine two sheets of paper, one falling from the top and another from the bottom, as they touch and begin to slide against each other in opposite directions.

The air screams, and a wide, horizontal cut slams into Nyssa and Morwag behind her.

Moving quickly, Nyssa slashes her sword from the ground toward the sky and cuts through the attack once again. Meanwhile, Morwag takes the full force of it. His primordial energy flares as he attempts to unbind it all, but he fails to do so. A deep, horizontal cut now marks his chest, but he binds the wound closed and leaves his natural regeneration to take care of the rest.

In the midst of that, the albino demon reaches him, and his unbinding flares up again as he destroys her flame sword.

Two sheets of paper touch each other once again and slide. With a scream, another cut shoots towards them. So wide that it neatly cleaves a nearby mountain in half with an extreme degree of smoothness before flying toward Morwag, whom Nyssa has moved behind. The muscular demon unbinds as much as he can and stares at me with a smirk.

In my mind, sheets of paper begin to rain from the sky. Multiple layers slide and touch, and in response to my control, my mana moves to mirror exactly what I’m imagining. Multiple cuts shoot through the area, some carve into the ground, others ruin entire forests, and another flies far into the distance with a low rumble.

Morwag stands there, still missing the hand Nyssa cut off. His spine chain has broken and returned to its original form, and two more deep cuts mark his body. He tenses his muscles, the act forcing blood to spray from his wounds, and he tanks a kick from Nyssa. He even binds himself to a specific point in space so his body does not move, choosing instead to endure the full force of the blow.

They exchange multiple blows, as the demon refuses to budge while dodging my attacks. Nyssa swings a sword made of air to deflect another one of my cuts and, as crazy as it sounds, her kinetic output increases. Her heart now beats only once every three seconds. It slows from the calm, resting state of sixty heartbeats per minute she kept for the entire fight down to just twenty. Despite the drop in heart rate, her power increases significantly.

Geysers of blood explode from Morwag as each of her attacks damages his body. She cuts off his other hand, blinds his eye, and, by jumping and grabbing his horn, slams him to the ground before kicking him in the head.

Not missing a beat, she deflects my attack as it destroys the area further and uses another beat of her heart to move toward me. She jumps over my attack, slashes through waves of my mana expanding outward, and reaches me with swords made of rock and air.

The projectiles of dense mana I have been placing high in the sky slam against the ground, and she dances between them in a way that makes it look as though she could avoid falling droplets of water. Her blood burns in her veins as she ignores the mana radiation I’ve been releasing, which I am sure would kill most beyond attendees by proximity alone.

One of her swords cuts into my side, and I grab her hand, moving my head to slam it into hers.

Nyssa tilts her head slightly, and her pointy horn almost stabs into my eye and instead draws blood from my temple. All the mana gathered around us is pulled in close as my vessel spreads its arms wide. That mana oscillates and resonates, constantly changing frequencies and cutting everything around us. It reduces even particles of dust and blades of grass into increasingly fine slices, entirely erasing the nearby trees.

My body moves faster than hers, and while still holding her hand, I ignore the tearing in my muscles as my skill lags to adapt. I watch her mana output and attack her just to distract her slightly. As her control slips, I push by expanding [Eclipse] and disrupting her use of mana.

At that same moment, my vessel slams its hands together, and the oscillating mana crashes against both of us.

Hardly knowing what happened, I find myself flung back as all my mana pushes outward. My arm is broken and twisted before I circulate thermal energy through it, snapping it back into place.

Nyssa stands in the middle of it all with just a small cut on the back of her hand. Watching me curiously, she lets the blood flow down across her fingers until it drops and begins to gather. The wound starts bleeding more as she pushes her blood out until there is enough to stretch into the shape of a sword.

As she takes a step back and takes a stance, I dip my finger in the blood dripping from my head where she cut me with her horn, and moving it across my forehead, I draw an inscription with it, using it to slide deeper into thought acceleration.

Even then, I barely catch her movement as her sword stabs far too close to my chest, right next to my mana heart. The wound around it burns and sizzles, and my Empyrean Ichor reacts like a nest full of hornets.

Nyssa kicks me off her sword, breaking what feels like all of my ribs, just as I teleport away after leaving behind a cube with a golden and white core that explodes with the force of a nuke.

            


Chapter 850 - Today


                [Selective Adaptation] allows me to adapt to one thing at a time. It’s an active skill too, so the adaptation isn’t permanent, and there’s a time limit to it as well. At least for now. As I level up, the process of adaptation itself becomes faster and lasts longer. But currently, it’s locked into adapting my body to my movement speed. That’s why I can’t use it against the bits of Nyssa’s blood burning inside my chest.

I allow the shockwave of my explosion to wash over me as I teleport again, just as Nyssa reaches where I once stood.

Before she can follow me, Morwag is on her, boosting his movement by binding his speed to hers. He rushes at her straight through my explosion, and that beautiful lunatic is currently binding part of that explosion to his skin.

I don’t even try to comprehend how it works, but it explains why the explosion wasn’t bigger. As the demon runs, the energy lingers on his skin, splashing around him with each movement as he keeps losing parts of it. Destruction follows in his wake as he reaches Nyssa and crashes against her.

I, meanwhile, [Focus] on cycling my Empyrean Ichor through my body. It moves much more aggressively, reacting to the bits of Primordial blood burning inside of me. As I generate more mana, the force of gravity pulling on me increases, but that mana gets absorbed by my blood, strengthening it further in combination with my increasingly boosted circulation.

My finger moves back to my forehead. I let a tiny bit of kinetic energy destabilize to cause a small wound on my fingertip as I swiftly draw more inscriptions across my forehead and the sides of my head, eventually tracing over my ears as well.

The world slows down further, to the point I remember Lissandra’s warning. I begin to feel even emptier and more tired, but my effort has nothing to do with my feelings. I wouldn’t have endured Lissandra’s training for so long if my effort was powered by anger or a need to prove something to myself. After all, such feelings die off after a while.

I glance down to watch the two figures move quickly all over the place, destroying mountains. Morwag makes himself a giant as he binds entire forests to himself, throwing unbinding energy all over the place as he attacks Nyssa with his extremely durable body.

Then, I reach for the small bag on the back of my waist and take out a protective case containing a single item: a syringe with a strange liquid sloshing inside, made by an even stranger lynthari.

I think I can take advantage of Nyssa’s blood and my ongoing trait strengthening.

Without hesitation, I stab that syringe right into my heart, using the wound Nyssa caused that refuses to heal. Then I press down and send all the liquid made with Leviathan spinal fluid inside.

All sounds disappear. I don’t even detect my body reflexively raising a barrier to defend against the projectiles shooting toward me. My blood surges even wilder, and so do the droplets of the Primordial Blood. The veins my Ichor passes through burn, and more of my mana gets absorbed into it and hyper-condensed, fighting against the Primordial Blood.

And my Mana Heart begins to slow down as this happens. The thumps become slower and slower and weaker until it fully stops. Without it beating, the silence becomes even deeper, and that silence stretches for a long few seconds.

Then it begins to beat again. Right from the start, it flutters like the heart of a small animal. I stop counting at the estimation that, if it continues to beat at this speed, it will be 300 heartbeats per minute. Each beat surges mana through my body, but unlike my normal mana, it’s been pre-condensed to the point where I’m confident a slight push is all it would take to turn it into black mana. It even clashes against the Empyrean Ichor, further causing it to rage on.

I don’t know how long the effect will last, so I move further into the air with my vessel growing, drawing inscriptions that I then begin to [Weave] into the sky. Through them, the mana I’ve been gathering spreads, pulsating and activating them.

Just in time too, as Nyssa jumps to the top of the highest peak she can find, swinging her hand to rid herself of what must be Morwag’s blood on her fingers. She jumps in a pulse of kinetic energy, her heart now beating only when she wills it to. That one pulse entirely destroys the mountain beneath her, sending cracks rippling out across its entirety, and with a rumble, the rocks start rolling down as it breaks apart.

The sky seems to tear apart as I manifest dozens of human-like arms that almost seem to pierce their way into reality from my [Weave], each one the size of individual buildings shining with a dense blue light. The arms continue to extend, longer and longer, moving almost like snakes as they reach towards Nyssa with open palms to grab her.

With a sword made of her Primordial Blood, she swings and deflects them, causing them to continue down to the ground and pierce into the earth, the forests, and the mountains around.

I even get a few kill notifications and a level up, but I only bother to check my skill notifications.

[Weave - lvl 20 > Weave - lvl 21]

[Weave - lvl 21 > Weave - lvl 22]

[Weave - lvl 22 > Weave - lvl 23]

[Weave - lvl 23 > Weave - lvl 24]

[Manifestation - lvl 48 > Manifestation - lvl 49]

[Manifestation - lvl 49 > Manifestation - lvl 50]

Each time Nyssa swings her sword, I feel a burn in my chest as if in reaction to that, and both my wound and the broken ribs remind me of their refusal to heal.

My quickly beating heart seems like it might be about to explode, but instead of using its entire output to fight Nyssa, I spread a large portion throughout my body, supporting it in its fight against the Primordial Blood and my increasingly wild Empyrean Ichor. One of my eyes is closed as I concentrate inward, aiding that process even further and aligning all that mana just the way I want.

I teleport away just as Nyssa reaches me, and leave a vessel behind that grows two more arms and coils them all around Nyssa. The halo over its head spins faster, pulling in everything I’ve woven in the sky and destabilizing just as a white and golden core starts to blink within.

[Empyrean Lance - lvl 56 > Empyrean Lance - lvl 57]

[Empyrean Lance - lvl 57 > Empyrean Lance - lvl 58]

Another of my longer distance teleports is stopped by a shockwave from the explosion that spreads a mana disruption wave through the area, and I crash against the ground and roll once before I absorb my momentum and jump up to start picking up speed. In a powerful, long leap, I jump over the mountain and boost myself to the ground to pick up even more speed.

The speed at which I move causes a strong wind to blow in my face as I continue to run faster and faster, leaping and jumping like a happy kid enjoying a run probably would. Debris rains all around me, and my explosion has collapsed back inward in a strong implosion, and bursts of mana stream through the area, lashing outward and cutting through everything in their path, destroying the space even further and coloring the sky in hues of white, blue, and gold.

Without looking back, I dodge, avoiding the debris raining down around me and even a few projectiles originating from the albino demon hunting me.

[Perception - lvl 77 > Perception - lvl 78]

The amount of mana I’m spending to deal with the mess inside of my body is insane, so I’ve formed a new vessel behind me to help to deal with it all. But slowly, I start to run out of mana. I don’t want to unseal my Ignition Heart again, as I have no mental capacity to deal with primordial energy and redistribute it, and I don’t want to use black mana, as I don’t want to share and fight with it right now.

So that only leaves me with one option.

My run comes to a stop right in front of Savant, who is, for some reason, almost fully healed, unlike the still bleeding Weslin, and I wonder what this unhealthily patient guy must have absorbed from Nyssa and how much of the asskicking he purposefully endured.

Pushing these thoughts away, I [Weave] my reinforcement and kinetic energy to move at a burst of high speed. Savant begins to react and almost spikes his mana to the point he matches me, but I surprised him. I take the Sword of Aeons out of his hand and boost myself high into the air as Nyssa crashes into the exact spot I stood before, leaping after me.

Using a mark I placed previously, I teleport again before she can stop me, and appear right at the spot where my vessel exploded.

I let mana flood out from the Sword of Aeons, and I release all the locks and seals on it, letting it stream out at full bore, like the entirety of the ocean crashing through a window to fill a room. In these currents, I swim so easily. I bend them to my will, making the mana flow around me and float to the halo spinning over my head, from which I draw in even more and move it through my body.

Both of my eyes are closed now, looking inward as my still-wild heartbeat mixes with the mana I’ve continued to compress. The whirlpool over my head draws in remains from the explosion and then from further away. It roars audibly with a piercing noise, like a maelstrom pulling in air from miles and miles away. I drown my body in it, and as easily as breathing, I use Mana Cycling, moving it all just the way I want.

I think the most ridiculous part about this is that my body hasn’t exploded yet. Just a single slip up, a single mistake, and nothing will remain of me, and an area the size of a small country would be destroyed in the explosion.

But finally, a few droplets of Primordial Blood die off, suffocated not by Empyrean Ichor, but by my mana and my body itself.

A notification dings.

 



Your trait, Mana Physique, has begun forcefully evolving!

This evolution is being influenced by the ongoing external factors, your performance up until now, and is taking place to more accurately reflect your capabilities and the state of your body.

Mana Physique 2/5 > Mana Vessel 1/3

 



Mana Vessel - The user’s physique evolves into a reinforced container that can hold mana at a density far exceeding physical limitations. The integrated network allows for the compression of massive energy volumes into the user’s frame, turning the body into a high-capacity reservoir capable of sustaining immense output and allowing mana to flood through the body with near zero resistance.

 



This further adds to the strain I’m under, though it fails to dim my excitement as I swiftly read the description.

There are two traits applying, my mind feels like it might just switch off, and then there’s that albino demon currently hunting me like I owe her money.

The Sword of Aeons runs out of mana, and with a boost of kinetic energy, I throw it at Nyssa, who’s finally caught up to me, and somewhere in Savant’s general direction. 

Obviously, Nyssa avoids the sword easily.

Somewhere in the distance, I notice Morwag, surfing the huge links of his Obsidian Spine Chain in our direction. Even if he seems back in one piece, I don’t think he’s healed. I believe he just picked up the severed body parts and bound them back to himself. That maniac must be just as damaged as me, but he just keeps coming. I wonder if, at this point, even Lyraen would be able to damage him, after all people like Nyssa just don’t count.

I also notice Savant scraping bits of Nyssa’s blood from the ground, and storing them in a vial. This almost makes me chuckle even as Nyssa cuts at my body and destroys my attempts to teleport, so I boost myself away with what feels like the last bits of my energy.

This is when I decide I have had my dose of fun, and it’s probably time to dip.

Today, I haven’t even forced that goddamn demon to use her third primordial energy.

I use feints for my teleport as I stretch multiple lines, and she fails to find the right one. I teleport away towards where I sense the portal to the Entrance Floor, away from the surface, and this maniac.

Passing through, the world around me spins more than it should, and I almost expect to find myself back with Diligence or Ruby, or back on the 12th Beyond floor. But I just appear back in the Entrance Floor. It is a smaller city with cobbled streets and many fresh Beyonders passing through with eyes wide open at the exciting new area of their tutorial.

Once there, I stumble and lean against a wall, smearing my blood on it before I push myself off and walk through the crowd.

The hairs on the back of my neck rise as, to my left, I notice Nyssa walking there as well, with only the people from the crowd between us. I almost hope for her to be reasonable, but then I realize just how silly that is, just as she shoots projectiles of air at me. These projectiles pass right behind or in front of the attendees. Some even ruffle the hair of a few without them noticing.

I let the attacks slam against the defensive layer I’ve swiftly raised above my skin, modifying it so it ripples and absorbs the impact instead of them detonating and deflecting.

Both of us continue walking in the same direction, while none of the attendees notice a thing. Her projectiles crash against me, and I shoot some near-transparent mana orbs at her that she breaks apart into faint mana particles. We both shoot while avoiding hitting the people between us, sometimes by a hair’s breadth.

Nyssa’s eyes narrow further as she changes direction and starts heading more in my direction, ready to cut off my path. The weapon that was a sword on the surface of Beyond is now a small dagger she holds hidden in her palm.

In my hand, a small [Empyrean Lance] begins to form before I squeeze and break it, turning that mana into a dagger similar to hers.

Finally, some of the other attendees actually seem to sense something, and a few start looking around in panic, and others look like they are suffocating. Meanwhile, Nyssa and I keep our eyes locked. That gaze doesn’t break even as the area behind us explodes and people scream while defending themselves.

It seems that Morwag has arrived as well.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Have a nice weekend!
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Chapter 851 - The Boys No More


                Nyssa uses the distraction to walk behind one of the velnar who’s stopped to stare in the direction of the ruckus. Her figure disappears entirely behind his body, and by the time the velnar takes a step back, she isn’t there anymore.

My eyes widen, and I turn around just in time to reinforce my body and put my hand on Nyssa’s forearm. She pushes against me, and I slide over the ground, only to stop with my back against the wall. Then the tip of her dagger stabs into my belly, and I fail to fully stop her.

I swing my dagger as well, but she hits my wrist with her other hand, causing me to drop it.

She keeps pushing her dagger with just one hand, as I grip her forearm and wrist with both of my hands, trying to stop her. But she continues to overpower me, pressing the dagger deeper and deeper.

No one pays us any attention, and most of the people either choose to run away from or to Morwag. I think it says a lot about Beyonders. Although I can’t really sense Morwag’s presence anymore.

I don’t even try getting Nyssa to change her mind. She’s just as crazy as all demons. But finally, I finish drawing an inscription on her forearm with my own blood, all under the pretense of holding it in place. And finally, Nyssa notices it as well.

She swiftly lets go of her dagger, and I let go of her hand, instantly teleporting away.

I reappear in the exact same spot I appeared when I first came here and leaned against the wall. That’s when I had found the time to draw the inscription I just used as an anchor.

The inscription I drew on Nyssa should disrupt her mana to slow her down and hopefully detonate her arm in the process, though I wouldn’t be surprised if it only made her stronger instead.

Using Wraith Dance, I move swiftly through the crowds, activating it a few times to reach different parts of the city. Only there do I decide to slow down to walk past the fountain that sprays geysers of water in delicate shapes toward the sky. The sound of the water is weirdly calming, and a slight breeze pushes a few small droplets onto me, and they feel like they are cooling me down.

My body is currently hot and weak. I also put my hand against my wounded chest, though that does very little to stop the bleeding, instead, I just end up with a bloodied hand.

As the fountain changes its rhythm, the geysers fall down, preparing to shoot up again in a different pattern. And then there she is. Nyssa is standing on the other side of the fountain, with her arm, obviously, not missing, and her eyes locked onto me.

I groan, not only in pain, just as the fountain shoots up again and blocks my view of her.

I move, and at some point in the middle of my Wraith Dance, she smashes into me, canceling it out. Both of us stumble, crashing into what seems to be some sort of C rank Selari recruiting newbies.

“Hey, what the fuck are you-”

He doesn’t get to finish as I throw Nyssa off balance and slam her back against the guy, sending him flying into a nearby shop.

Nyssa furrows her brows, and her open palm hits my chest, making my wound bleed more and hurt much, much worse, and I cough up some blood. Still, as I open my mouth, an orb of mana shoots out from it.

But she’s still very fast, mostly avoiding it and leaving her with just a scratch on her cheek.

Both of us form our daggers again. I use Wraith Dance, and she hijacks it again, but with much more oomph this time. Our landing sends both of us off balance and against the chairs on a terrace, which opens up to a view of a smaller park and people eating nearby.

I’m about to charge her again, but some tiny person chooses that moment to tug on the leg of my pants. When I look down, I find Zant standing there, as adorable as ever.

He tugs on my pants again, his intent obvious, though I keep hold of my dagger and look up toward Nyssa, who continues to hold hers as well.

“Lady Nyssa, he’s lost already. Is that not enough?” Zant says.

“I haven’t lost shit,” I say, but Zant ignores me.

“I believe you can find a better place to continue your duel, but for now, please tone it down. After all, this place is one of the many Entrance Floors where fresh Beyonders can get their bearings, and there are no Champions directly overseeing it.”

People around us start to watch with interest. Some put up defenses and just keep eating, maybe making bets. There are a few who seem to recognize Nyssa’s name or description, or perhaps just our power, and they quickly clear out of the area.

Looking at Nyssa standing there, I give it an 80% chance that she will attack me anyway.

That’s why I’m surprised when she dissolves her dagger and dusts off her clothes. “I will step back this time because you asked. And because I don’t want the Ruler of Diligence to get angry at me again.”

Only when she says that do I cancel out my dagger as well so as to avoid provoking her further, and I sit down on one of the nearby chairs in the corner with a nicer view toward the greenery of the park.

Without asking, I take some pillows from the nearby seating and stack them up to make a place for Zant to sit next to me.

And for some reason, Nyssa takes a few steps over to sit with us as well.

In silence, all of us wait for a minute until a waitress comes out with a big smile, though I sense her heartbeat beating in an extremely erratic manner. She has the bottom half of a spider, and as it turns out, a spider’s head as well.

“Welcome to the Green Lizard Inn, what might I offer you?” she asks, her voice not showing even a hint of her fear.

I’m almost impressed until Zant, next to me says, “I would like a beer-”

I don’t let him finish and cover his mouth. “Forget about that,” I say. “For the cute little guy here, some freshly pressed fruit juice, chilled and with a lot of sugar.” I pause, thinking if Zant will like sugar the same as ants. Probably, yes.

Then I continue, “And some juice for me too, also cold. And something sweet, multiple desserts. Some towels and water as well, so I can clean my hands.”

The waitress writes it down and looks at Nyssa, who just says, “Same as him.”

After an energetic nod and another flashy smile, the waitress leaves, and the awkward silence ensues again.

I shake my head to keep myself from dozing off, and focus on keeping my healing passive activated. Then, I also start dealing with my constructs, because, of course, they’re getting terribly scrambled as my Mana Physique begins its evolution into a Mana Vessel. Plus, there’s the Ichor’s strengthening, my wound, and some other things barely worth mentioning, like total mental exhaustion.

I don’t even realize when, but Nyssa stands by me and taps my chest a few times, not caring about the blood she’s getting on her hand, though she makes sure none gets on her clothes. It hurts, but after that, all the wounds she caused start to heal normally.

“Isn’t that twisting the way weapons are meant to function?” I ask her.

And as she sits back, she simply explains, “If you truly control your weapon, you should be able to decide when you cause harm with it and when you do not.”

And it’s back to silence. That sentence from her makes me realize that she is just as delusional as anyone else in the tutorial. Everyone has their own point of view, and their skills react to it. Or maybe they just get the skills that fit with their worldview. I, for example, would have a difficult time coming to the conviction that a weapon hurts only when I want it to. I mean, once you’re hurt, you are hurt.

“Sir Gwyn,” the quiet voice by my side brings my attention to him.

“Yes, Zant?”

“I asked Sir Morwag to leave and go back to the surface, but before he left, he told me to tell you that if you two meet again, he will fight you to the death.”

“I see.”

“I think he was serious.”

“I think so too.”

They bring us what we ordered, and I watch Nyssa take a sip of what looks to be strawberry juice. After washing her hands, she takes a fork and sets herself to devouring multiple plates of cake and other fancy sweets mirroring the ones in front of me. She even gets some on her nose and cheek.

Meanwhile, I wash my hands and dry them before moving the glass of juice closer to Zant. That glass is much smaller than mine, as if the people here are used to serving vyssari. There is also a similarly small bottle with more of the drink.

Zant takes a few long gulps and stops for a moment because of the cold drink before taking a few more.

“You know, I spoke with your sister once,” Nyssa says out of nowhere, pausing her eating as she looks up at me.

“I know. During the reception in the Megacity, right?”

“Yes,” the albino demon nods, looking down at a cake and stabbing her fork into it. “I’ve never met anyone like her. Not before and not after.”

“Vic is just like that,” I confirm.

“Yes. Back then, she told me that I was allowed to fight you, to hurt you. But also that if I ever killed you, she would find me, kill everyone I held dear, make my life a joyless void, and only then would she kill me.”

“That sounds like her,” I confirm again.

Nyssa takes her fork and stabs the cake a few times before smiling. She cuts off a piece of the stabbed cake and continues to eat it.

And even while dealing with all the trouble with my body, I wonder if Victoria ever judged Nyssa to be a threat, and if that’s why she warned her. I wonder if she’s done the same with anyone else. Maybe Lyraen? The guy could be dangerous if he surprised me. And of course, my natural enemy, Tacita with her “gun”. Though, as of late, I think I’m proving myself to be my own worst enemy. Be it good or bad.

Carefully, I reach to the side and tap Zant’s tiny shoulders before ruffling his hair. His head is so small that I have a feeling I could probably hold its entirety in my palm. I could also probably squeeze it, shake him, or just hold him and swing him around. I could pull on his cheeks and hold his tiny, tiny hands. The little guy is supposed to be Champion level, apparently, but I care nothing for that.

I miss my ESC, I miss Biscuit. I think he’s safe, and it hasn’t even been that long since he… left. But often I find myself looking for our bond, only to find it entirely gone.

There is that promise I got from that cockroach that she would try to check on him, and I trust her promise more than I would for any of the people I currently know. At least when it comes to having the actual power to do so.

After finishing her cake, Nyssa stands up. Without even offering to split the bill, she then walks away, saying something about having to go get her clothes and return to the 6th floor.

It slightly, a tiny bit, annoys me that she doesn’t press to continue our duel to decide the winner. Almost as if she were already convinced of the result. But I also don’t challenge her either, so that probably just confirms it for her.

Honestly, I don’t care that much about it. Not even a bit. There’s just too much I’m already dealing with.

“Is Diligence really that angry?” I ask Zant when we are left alone.

“He is not so simple to bring to anger. He just dislikes when people break the rules and behave irrationally,” Zant pauses. “I think that might be why he has a hard time understanding demons.”

“Well, being as old as he is, he probably understands, he just dislikes the way they behave most of the time. Though, it is nice to hear he is not angry at me. After all, I did nothing wrong. I’m just a victim of my environment and the people surrounding me, correct?”

“Perhaps, Sir Gwyn.”

“Little rascal,” I ruffle his hair again as I say so. “Well, what now. Morwag said he’s going to try his best to kill me, and when he declares something like that, he isn’t joking. I think he’s been pushed a bit too much as of late and decided to let loose. I could probably return, but there is a chance I’d have to kill him, and I’m not sure I’m in a state where I could fully control the fight.”

“It would be sad if Sir Morwag died.”

“Right? I already said my goodbyes to Weslin, and he and Morwag will be leaving the tutorial soon. I will, unfortunately, have plenty of opportunities to see Savant, and no one cares about that kleptomaniac Brich,” I sigh. “Well, once again, it is a girl who broke apart the boys’ group.”

“Perhaps.”

I ruffle his hair again and begin to think he might be doing it on purpose. But none of his body language or expressions lean toward that. As always, he looks like he swallowed a metal rod and just finished a lesson on behaving like a little gentleman.

“I have to go.” He says.

“Understood. I will see you later, Zant.”

“Likewise, Sir Gwyn.”

            


Chapter 852 - I’ve got your back


                I watch as Zant jumps off the stacked pillows and also leaves without offering to split the bill. And this sort of exact behavior is the reason why I will always try to get the best possible stuff during negotiations with that huge household pest.

When the waitress comes, I pay for everything with my hard earned shards. Then I start talking out loud to seemingly myself, not caring about the looks I get from the attendees around me.

“Ruby, if you’re listening, I would like to invite myself to your fancy I-don’t-know-what-it’s-called space.”

I almost don’t finish the sentence before I appear there, sitting on a wooden chair opposite of her beyond her trusty old table.

“Do Rulers always have so much free time?” I ask.

“Perhaps.”

“I won’t ruffle your hair, you are nowhere as cute as Zant.”

“Tsk. What do you want?”

“You’ve trained under Lissandra, haven’t you? I want to ask why I feel so weird. My body is close to fully healed, if you exclude the evolutions and such, but I’ve dealt with worse, and I’ll deal with them too. But my mind. It is like I have to concentrate just to keep being me. If I stop, I feel myself losing all the emotions, and… I don’t know, it’s all weird.”

“Well, do you know how long you spent in her thought acceleration?”

“Probably a bit over a year, right?”

Ruby chuckles and taps on the table where I put my hand. She touches the back of it, examining me. “By my estimations, five hundred ninety-nine days.”

“Oh…”

“Nathaniel.”

“Yes, Ruby?”

“I know you a little bit, so I’m confident I’m on the right track, but are you annoyed about not having lasted one more day?”

“Perhaps.”

She flings my hand away, resting back in her chair. “Simply said, you’re mentally exhausted and tired. Don’t try to find anything else in that. You possess a concentration type skill, so you have a great predisposition to maintaining a powerful mind. That’s why you never experienced it before. But this time, you’ve pushed yourself a bit too much, and of course, that imitation allowed it. You know she wouldn’t mind pushing you to the point of breaking, right?”

“I mean… yeah. I agreed to it, and it was my decision. Why would I blame her for that?”

“… Of course you would think like that. So, my recommendation is for you to take it easy for a few days at least. I mean, you can fight, train a bit, and it will probably help you to absorb what you have experienced, but just keep it at… thirty to fifty percent effort for about a week. And actually, I have just the right kind of quest for that. It’s ten days long, and the start of it will give you the time you need for all of that.”

“That sounds interesting, tell me more, and I’ll decide.”

“It’s the thousand year quest I mentioned before.”

“Meaning a quest that no attendee has successfully completed in a thousand years. That does indeed sound relaxing, just as the doctor ordered.”

“It can be a bit less, 970 years or so, but a thousand years does sound better. And yes, relaxing, so are you interested? I think you will enjoy it.”

“I’m getting more and more suspicious of you.”

She smiles at that, but a moment later that smile weakens, and she says, this time with a more serious tone of voice, “I think it will be good for you, and you’ll want to go anyway. Of course, it is dangerous, and if you let yourself get careless, you will die. Actually, it is very dangerous. You won’t be able to trust the people there that much, and some will actively try to kill you, take advantage of you, scam you, and so on and so forth. Others will hope to watch you burn and die.”

“But?”

“But as I said, I think it’ll actually be good for you. And one more piece of info that might make you more interested: the last person who completed this exact quest almost 1000 years ago was Adrian.”

I don’t say anything, but Ruby smiles once again. “I see that’s made you a bit more interested. To explain it in the way you like best: ten days. You and another attendee, a fresh S rank. The objective is to win the Game organized by the Halcyon Trust Corporation, which includes people from within the galaxy where the quest takes place. Mostly talents on the brink of becoming a Champion, Champion and Absolute candidates or disciples of Champions and Absolutes, and others. Even though the Halcyon Trust is nowhere close to the Aurate Consortium, they are quite rich, so the rewards should be decent enough.”

“So what you’re saying is that in order to get an extra week or so of rest, I should go jump into a deadly game against a bunch of soon-to-be Champions and other assholes who, as you said, might try to kill me, scam me, and take advantage of me?”

“It’ll make more sense once you are there. I’m hiding something so I can see your surprised expression later. If you don’t agree, they’ll just call in some other S-ranks. At this point, taking talents from the Beyond is kind of a tradition of the games, and you got lucky with the timing.”

“Sure. Well, I agree then.”

“Is it because I told you Adrian won it?”

“Just send me there.”

“Good luck then! I might even come to watch!”

Then, as always, I feel a pull on myself and try to observe. Even now, I am unable to do anything about the way her forced teleportation entirely ignores all my defenses and natural barriers. Sometimes she uses a portal in the shape of a door, and sometimes she just moves me, and I don’t think it even matters. She’s doing this all on a whim. I suspect there’s always some sort of stable portal, like the door, that sometimes she just teleports me through it without me seeing it, making it feel like she just teleported me. Or something like that.

But musing over all that she told me, I think I already know who the attendee, the fresh S-rank joining me, will be.

Ruby is indeed a very shrewd woman. And that’s only confirmed as I appear in a luxurious room with a huge glass window open to the desert beyond, with a beautiful green oasis tucked between the dunes. Beyond that oasis, I see a number of huge towers that seem to be made of metal and glass, and the air is full of floating islands, airships, and spaceships.

The person I find waiting for me is my sister, Victoria. Judging by the micro-changes of her expression, which I know better than my own face, she was already informed about my state. My suspicion grows more as she greets me through all this with a smile and a long hug, then gestures for me to sit and join her near a small table.

“I’ve heard about your state, Natty, so you’re going to be taking things easy for a week and letting me take care of most things. I want to hear no objections.”

And the only answer I can come up with is, “Yes, Vic.”

 







 

POV Tess Hansen

One of the Champions on the fifth floor is dead, and Lyraen killed it. I don’t think any of us had a chance to do it without him, not even with all of us combined. Even though most of us served as distractions just to gain an extra few seconds so Lyraen would have time to attack, two people died in the front ranks, and more, like Lily and Jean, got hurt pretty badly.

But the plan was too good, and everything went accordingly. Though it got a bit expensive because of the single-use items the Silent Veil brought.

My attacks and lightning still aren’t comparable to what Lyraen did, and even if I do realize there is a difference between the two of us, I don’t like it. But my likes and dislikes don’t matter right now as I move from person to person, answering any questions that might come up, blaming me, us, the people from Earth.

As if what happened after the Champion died was my fault.

As if it were me who told Tacita when we were planning the attack, so she could steal the key right out from under us.

 







 

POV Dennis Dalton

(Wow! I’ve never seen a mind like yours! It seems kind of similar to mine, but so different at the same time!)

(Huh? Who is talking to me?)

(Hi! I’m Spark! Marble wants to join the conversation. Can I let him in?)

(What? Why? Look, Spark, you shouldn’t just barge into people’s minds, it is rude. And scary. I think you could probably kill me if you wanted.)

(I could! But I just talk and make friends. I wouldn’t hurt you for no reason, nor will I invade your privacy. If you think so, I’m sorry!)

(I think it is okay, I’ve heard a bit about you. And about Marble.)

(That’s good! He is a bit grumpy, but he’s still a decent guy. I’ll let him in. Marble, say hello to…)

(Dennis and Aaron.)

(To Dennis and Aaron!)

(I apologize for Spark and his behavior, so please ignore him for now. I would like to know the skill you used to do whatever you’ve done to your mind. In exchange for that, I offer three possible rewards.)

(Eh, go on?)

(The first one is the number of people who…)

 







 

POV Kim Min-Jae

The Adjudicator crashes into Maya, who surrounds herself in her tricolored [Armament] while forming a dagger. Seeing that she’s preparing to go all out, I do so as well, twisting the gravitational energy around her and attempting to squeeze the Adjudicator. My mana drains quickly, and my eye throbs painfully, but their body is ridiculously powerful.

Maya gets thrown away, and the Adjudicator turns to rush at me, but with moving a [Boost], Maya barely reaches her and sends them both rolling. Finally, my attack pierces through, and one of the Adjudicator’s arms explodes, only to regrow before the pieces of flesh and blood can even fall to the sand. As Maya switches to gauntlets, they fight, and the hot air of this floor evaporates the blood before it makes contact.

Swiftly, I switch to slowing our opponent down instead, giving Maya an opportunity to compound more of her attacks, which start stacking as each subsequent one does more and more damage.

Meanwhile, I lift tons of sand and spin it around both of them, increasing the speed further and further and sending streams of it at the Adjudicator every time she starts to press Maya too hard. The sand moves with such force and speed that it throws her off balance and even causes her to take a slight bit of damage, almost like sandpaper.

But I know we have no chance. Izzy, Noodle, Sophie, and Blackie are still in the cave, far away from here, and everyone else is off in Beyond. I already severed our connection, using the method Sophie developed to make it impossible for anyone to track us. With the Adjudicator here, the Corporation controlling her should have more people around. And both Maya and I are of the same mind: we can’t allow that.

I have no illusions that we would be able to defeat what seems like a distant clone of one of the Rulers. Sophie could escape to Beyond, but Izzy? I owe her too much to be that kind of person.

“This way!” Maya shouts, and her voice sounds cold from the level of [Focus] she’s operating under.

She’s already running in one direction, and the Adjudicator follows behind her. They exchange a few attacks, and I pull down one of the huge rocks I always try to keep floating high in the air, with a mix of inscriptions, special crystals, and my energy. It mostly consists of metal, with a core made of something akin to tungsten that I’ve specially implanted within.

I do a quick calculation and pull as hard as I can, allowing it to pick up a lot of speed. Then, when it’s almost there, I make it so it’s pulled directly towards the Adjudicator.

Maya, hearing the sound of it, boosts herself further, and the rock slams against our opponent, hitting her directly and squashing her to a pulp, while sending a huge shockwave outwards that blows away tons of sand.

In the next second, another shockwave ripples through it, and the Adjudicator is out, her body fully restored.

I increase my flight speed even further, seeing the cave Maya is heading towards, making a last ditch attempt to ensure that gravity doesn’t act on the woman in the torn, black, one piece suit. I pass by her as her legs fail to find purchase and she levitates a little, but I know it’s just a question of time before she’s free.

“I can fly us,” I quickly tell Maya as I reach her.

“It won’t work, they already placed marks on us,” she answers, grabbing my hand and pulling me as we head into the cave. The sword in her hand grows in size as she swings it to destroy the ceiling, burying us inside.

“What-” I don’t get to finish as we reach what looks like a long shaft, the bottom of which I can’t even sense, but I recognize that feeling instantly.

It is one of the many entrances to the Labyrinth of Xyphos. And then it all makes sense.

“Are you crazy?” I manage to get out. A wave of fear washes over me as I remember all the information we gathered about it.

“There is no way any of us can defeat that thing outside. Not even if the entire group goes against her. Maybe Nathaniel, if he were here. But the best we can do is run.” Maya’s face is calm, and I know she made a decision with that cold logic of concentration skill users, but still…

“I already sent a message in the Community chat, so the others will know. We will get separated, so try looking for an exit, after which we will find each other through the Community, or find a good place to spend the rest of the tutorial. In the worst case scenario, try to see if you can get a quest and enter the Beyond,” she says.

For a moment after she says it, her eyes turn to look towards where the Adjudicator is, already bulldozing through the fallen rock. It might just be me, but Maya seems angry.

“If only we were a bit stronger, right? Good luck to both of us.” Maya smiles at me and then rushes forward. Grabbing my hand, she leaps into the shaft, pulling me with her. I let myself fall just as the rocks behind us explode and the Adjudicator lunges.

The fall isn’t even that long, and just a few seconds later, I find myself at the bottom. Alone.

Just like the Labyrinth during the tournament, this one also has a ceiling made of smooth red rock imbued with white crystals that emit light. The walls are made of a pure, stunningly smooth gray stone, as is the floor.

The place where I find myself seems to be half a mile wide and multiple miles long, with multiple entrances to tunnels in the distance. The light here is calm, like the last light of the day, and grass covers the floor alongside multiple small lakes and many trees. It looks as unearthly as it is pretty.

Something moves at the edge of my vision, and I turn around, gathering mana to fight it. My heartbeat can be felt somewhere in my throat, and sweat gathers on my forehead.

That something is blurry, as if I’m looking at it through wild water, and it emits a gentle light itself.

I try to read the text floating over it.

[F∞e - lvl ███]

An instant later, my body plummets, slamming into the ground. My head spins so fiercely that I can’t make out a thing. Trembling, I lift a hand and press it to my eyes, trying to force the dizziness away.

Then a voice speaks to me, “All good, Kim?”

“I don’t know,” I answer.

When I look up, he’s standing there, his brown hair messy as always, grinning down at me.

“Kim, my bud, I swear if it weren’t for me, this tutorial would’ve eaten you alive. Well, assuming that burrito-ass corgi didn’t do it first. You guys might find him cute, but I’m telling you, he looks at us like we’re just snacks he’s saving for later. Honestly? I think Nathaniel is worrying for nothing. That corgi is probably eating the Rulers right now and solving all our problems for us.”

“Sure,” I chuckle and take his offered hand as he pulls me up to stand. “Come on, let’s look for a way to get back to Maya.”

I pause, my eyes drawn to the empty air ahead.

“A bit longer and I’ll have to hold out a few fingers and ask you to count them for me,” he says, stepping up to my side.

“I just thought I saw something,” I say with a shake of my head. “Sorry, Kevin. I shouldn’t be letting myself get distracted. Not here.”

“It’s okay, buddy. I’ve got your back.”

            


Chapter 853 - Who do you take me for?


                POV Nathaniel

“It seems they are giving us time to greet each other before they barge in,” Victoria says, looking out the window.

She is the same as always. Black hair, emotionless face, and brown eyes, though one of them is a lighter shade of brown. And as always, she wears no armor and carries no items. She just wears simple clothes.

That causes me to look down at my white shirt from Earth and blue sweatpants. Looking at her, I notice how clean her clothes are and do my best to dust mine off, though there’s not much I can do about the blood.

Even without turning to me, she says, “It is too late for that, Natty.”

“I would probably have gotten changed if I’d known I would be meeting you.”

“And that is the mistake. You should always try to be presentable. But I know very well no such thought ever entered your mind.”

“No thoughts. Head empty,” I nod.

When Victoria turns away from the window, she has that small, almost imperceptible smile as she reaches out and ruffles my short, buzzcut hair.

“Indeed, not a single thought has ever graced this head,” she feels my short stubble of hair before tapping my head with her open palm a few times and letting go. “But do not worry, I can do the thinking for both of us.”

“Sounds like a deal,” I smile at her. “Has everything gone well for you as of late?”

“Reasonably well, though likely not as well as it has for the famous Mana Tyrant himself.”

“Vic…”

“I have heard he manipulates mana with such beauty that mana itself stops and takes note, eager to listen to his commands.”

“Tell me right now who said that bullshit.”

“Someone from your guild. They also said your rare smiles melt hearts quicker than your thermal energy. Though, Natty, I do not know how this haircut will affect that reputation.”

“My hair was taken from me against my will.”

“Just like your last few brain cells, and that is why I have to keep an eye on you so you do not push yourself too far.”

“I’m being schemed against, Vic, and they’re using you, my only weakness. But I still mean it, it’s nice to see you.”

“Such a charmer.” She moves and sits down. Instead of choosing a nearby chair, I sit on the small couch next to her, and we look out of the window. “How much do you know about this quest?” she asks.

“You know me. Not much.”

“Indeed. So, for your information, this quest comes up every fifty years or so and is organized by the Halcyon Trust Company. They always try to have one to three people from the tutorial, usually S-ranks. I’ve heard they’ve been asking for Nyssa Volare ever since she became an S-rank and did everything they could to reserve her, but she rejected them. Then they tried Lyraen, and he almost came, until a certain thief from Earth stole the key he was working so hard to get, and now he’s focused on hunting her down.”

“It is quite insulting to learn we’re the third option.”

“Insulting or not, looking at it from their perspective, there is a clear logic behind it. Given the nature of this game, it is obvious they prefer the concept of having the Gwyn siblings over either of us individually. It is highly likely that they will try to pit us against each other at some point, simply for the drama it would bring.”

“Well, it would suck for them if one of us were to forfeit then.”

“Yes,” Victoria nods. “There are usually three events, though they change them fairly often. The first one will be something to filter people out, an event where they throw all the participants into an arena for one to three days. After that, some interviews and shows, another event, more appearances, and then the final event.”

“Vic, I’m starting to like this less and less.”

“Does it seem boring to you?”

“A bit, but I’m more annoyed at the thought of having to do the interviews and stuff.”

“Good. That means you will have ample time to rest. But do not forget to not trust anyone. The producers will try their best to create an interesting show, meaning they do not care for this to be fair.”

 







 

We talk for a while longer until a selari man barges in, dressed in a dark blue suit and a broad smile on his face, “Miss Gwyn and Mister Gwyn, it is a pleasure to meet you!”

His skin and hair are both pink, and he has white freckles, while his eyes are green and blue. Just a typical selari in the looks department. He continues to smile, waving in a few more people behind him. Among them is a big, grapefruit-sized black orb inlaid with what seems to be four blue lenses. It zaps around, seemingly pointing its lenses at us and zooming in. Another, smaller orb, about the size of a ping-pong ball, follows it, covered in what seems like fuzzy hair. A microphone perhaps?

“I am Melek, the face of the Games, proudly sponsored by the Halcyon Trust Corporation! Please, do your best to ignore the recording devices. We’re just capturing a bit of juicy material for your grand introduction, and perhaps a future highlight reel once you make it deeper into the games! Your Handlers already handed over some footage, which we will absolutely be finding a home for.”

Finally, he wraps up his barrage of speed-talking. With his hands at his sides, he looks at us and smiles. “Gwyn Siblings! Now that truly has a nice ring to it! The organizers are going to love it. Of course, there are plenty of other fascinating characters out there, and this poor host only has one mortal body to get around to them all. But don’t you worry, you will be beautifully cared for by your team, which is only going to grow the further you advance into the game!”

Swiftly, he approaches Victoria and, with a slight bow and his left hand behind his back, offers the palm of his right to her. Of course, my sister seems to know what to do and puts her hand on top of his, with her fingers touching his palm. Melek then slides his hand back and swings it to his side in a surprisingly annoying and elegant-looking gesture.

When he stands up, he looks at me.

I look at him.

Then he just waves at me, his smile growing even wider. “It has been ages since anyone still attending their tutorial won the Games, so I wish you both the absolute best of luck!” he chirps, acting as if nothing awkward had just happened. Then he rushes out, his entourage trailing behind him as the video and audio drones buzz in a tight circle around us one last time before leaving.

I am usually a very friendly and forgiving guy, but I don’t like that man.

 







 

We are left with a selari woman called Selene, and two more people who seem to have been assigned to help her. We are swiftly led to a different room with such speed and haste that one would think the games were going to start in the next two minutes.

In the hallway, we meet a few more groups like that with potential game attendees, and I, like Victoria, give longer looks to these people. And just like them, we do a bit of our own “friendly” probing.

I seem to have better senses in that way than Victoria, mainly thanks to my Preeminence Eyes and some of my more specialized training. I mean, my senses need to be decent; after all, at this point, a gray lizard headbutting my body would probably destroy it if I couldn’t detect it.

Plus, my hatred for stealth combatants runs deep. At this rate, I wouldn’t be surprised if it evolved into a fourth trait or showed up in my DNA.

Of course, I keep everything to a strict 30% to 50% limit of my capabilities, just as Victoria ordered. My sister must know what she’s doing, so I’d better listen to her.

I also catch myself in a better mood just thanks to having her here with me, with a constant current of shared memories swimming to the surface. Even if they aren’t very good ones, they feel precious because she was there with me. I think Tess is right when she says that suffering together, and going through shared trauma, connects people.

It becomes easier for me to keep my mind together, and I don’t find myself having to push all that hard to feel like myself again, though I find that any sort of stimulus helps, even if it is just the bustle of the people moving around us.

We are separated into two rooms, where I take a shower after making sure there aren’t any cameras. After all, I don’t really know this galaxy’s customs, so there’s every chance they’d be willing to put that in the pre-show or something. Just some announcer shouting and ranking the participants by… I shake my head and step out from the now non-functioning shower I took apart to learn how it functions.

Once back in the room, my Earth clothes are gone. Stolen, possibly to become a relic to be sold or kept in a vault forever, unique items made by a planet many light-years away. When Victoria and I win the Game, those clothes will probably make someone very rich.

There are replacements which I put on, and they fit so perfectly that I feel goosebumps rise on the back of my neck. I check them for some sort of hidden inscriptions, marks, and other potential trickery, but they’re as normal as they come.

Once I enter the small waiting room where Victoria sits, I understand a bit more about why they picked these outfits. Both of us are wearing the same black, high neck shirts with long sleeves and dark brown pants. They don’t feel like a simple cotton fabric, and have a sort of design that must be trendy here, and the materials feel nice. However, my shirt is thicker, like a sweater, while Victoria’s shows off her figure more.

“We’ll have to find the pervert that-” I do not get to finish as Selene barges in, followed by her two assistants.

She looks us over, nods in satisfaction, and gestures at Victoria. “Please take a seat over there, my dear.”

My sister complies and sits down. Then Selene presses a button and five or so shelves shoot up from the surrounding walls. The two women assisting Selene immediately rush over to them, picking up an array of mysterious items, and start to work on Victoria’s hair and face.

“You have a striking expression, beautifully framed by the structure of your face. To emphasize your presence, we’ll be keeping the makeup minimal and simply enhancing your natural features. Just a touch to deepen the color of your lips, and some shading around the eyes to make that gaze even more piercing. Combined with a clean, combat-ready hairstyle, it will be perfect. Iset, let’s go with that style the Cordonian warrior princesses have been favoring lately.”

“Yes, Lady Selene,” the woman answers.

Meanwhile, I sit on a chair and watch curiously while Victoria takes it all so patiently. When they’re finally done, she doesn’t actually look all that different. It’s still my sister, though I have to agree that the way her hair is styled does look pretty cool.

“Is everything to your satisfaction, my dear?” Selene asks Victoria.

“Does it matter whether it is or is not? But I thank you for the effort you put in.” Victoria stands up with an elegant but powerful movement, reminding the women exactly who they’re dealing with.

However, Selene seems to regain her balance quickly. She smiles, gesturing at the other two, who rush over to me. The selari woman looks at me with her arms crossed over her chest while the other two wait.

“There’s really not much we can do with your hair unless you let us grow it out a bit. Fortunately, we have an exceptional hair serum crafted by the Healing Order of Absolute Zerathusa…”

“I don’t mind. You can grow it a bit, maybe to finger-length or something like that.”

“That would be fantastic, honey! Much like your sister, you have a striking face that will look absolutely gorgeous on the promotional materials. Now, could you share your Constitution level with me? This serum comes in quite a few variants, and your Constitution dictates exactly how it interacts with your body.”

“Yep, not telling.”

Selene narrows her eyes, but quickly sighs and claps her hands together. “Well, of course, you are from some backward, rural planet and you’re still stuck in your tutorial. It’s only natural that you would behave a bit… Well, never mind!” Her smile widens as she condescendingly looks me over. “Considering you were actually chosen to come here, your level must be close to 390, taking into account that you have over a year left in the tutorial. Oh yes, I did my homework and saw the promotional materials.”

She is smiling like she caught me, that sort of kind smile people use when they’ve been dealing with a child or someone being stubborn when they clearly have the upper hand. “You have been introduced as a combat mage specializing in mid- to close-range combat. An amplifier with a relatively high mana stat, meaning your Constitution should be about… 600! Iset, give me the level nine serum!”

“Yes, Lady Selene!” Iset quickly hands Selene a bottle. The selari woman takes it, puts on gloves, steps closer victoriously, and starts carefully applying it to my hair by massaging it in.

It tingles and feels nicely warm. It is comfortable, so I don’t even complain.

Once Selene steps away, I watch her face as she says, “Now we wait and-”

Her words stop as my hair begins to grow rapidly. Instead of finger-length, it cascades down my shoulders, down my back, and over the chair. It touches the floor and then grows a bit further still.

There is so much of it that I can barely see her face through the luscious locks draping over my eyes, but I just sit there calmly, looking back at her.

Silly woman. Who do you take me for? My Constitution is barely 100.

            


Chapter 854 - Spectators


                There are a few things that I will take with me to my grave. Some will never even grace my thoughts ever again.

Almost dying to hair serum is one of them.

I sit here, very, very carefully circulating thermal energy through my body to heal up. What the serum did was use some of my resources to speed up hair growth. It made me hungry, tired, thirsty, and lightheaded.

I’m fairly confident there should’ve been some sort of warning label for that level nine hair tonic made by the Healing Order of Absolute Zerathusa, and Selene should totally have told me about it. But it’s also very, very likely that silly woman just didn’t expect my constitution to be this low, and I totally don’t plan to complain now. I also don’t plan to kill her for the attempt on my life, it would be too awkward to explain.

“I-Iset! I said level nine!” After staring at me with her mouth wide open, Selene turns to shout at her colleague.

“Lady Selene, but I did use level nine, look!” Iset cries, rushing to the selari to show her the bottle.

I, meanwhile, remain seated in my chair, surrounded by my luscious locks of hair. Blowing a bit, I make a small part in my hair to widen a gap so I can watch them.

Selene is once again glancing at me after reading the bottle. “T-there’s no way. The bottle must have been mislabeled!” she shouts and moves in front of me, bowing very deeply. “Mister Gwyn, I apologize very deeply for putting you at risk in this way. I should have warned you about the risks of the serum. Please, direct your anger at me. Iset was only following my orders.”

She doesn’t even try to make excuses and instantly takes it all on herself. I notice her shaking a bit, and her heart beats wildly. Selene doesn’t see it, but behind her, Victoria is standing up, locking her fingers together and holding them straight, like some sort of blade, as she takes a step towards them.

Before the situation can degrade any further, I just say, “I will ignore it this time.”

For a moment, I glance at Vic, who catches my gaze and then nods, sliding back to her chair to sit in that super proper, formal, serious way she likes to do, which can’t be comfortable.

Selene, Iset, and, for some reason their third colleague begin to thank me like I just saved the lives of their entire families. The whole thing gives the impression that they feel like they owe me, and I quite like it. Of course, it can be an act from their side, and it is possible that they’re spies or hired assassins, but who the hell knows? I just know I’ll make every attempt to use that to my advantage somehow.

They get to work on my hair. As I request, they first cut it so it extends slightly below my shoulders, then style it well. I stand up and look at myself in a mirror. Unlike Savant’s, my hair is not as dark, and it is slightly wavy, but looking at myself, I have to say that not only are my mana reserves higher, but my looks are better as well.

Still not tired of winning, I sit down, and they continue cutting it down until it hangs down by a finger’s length. They style it a bit in a formal way that weirdly seems to fit with the clothes I am wearing.

Once they’re done, I raise up thermal energy and entirely burn all the scissors, towels, and hair left behind. It melts the floor quite a bit, but I already disconnected this room from the central alarm system, so no alarm rings. The defenses here are honestly… not very good. So I suspect that, as fresh participants of the Games, they didn’t assign us the premium rooms.

At one point, someone knocks on the door, and Selene goes to answer, meeting with a human woman who hurriedly whispers something through the door, causing Selene to widen her eyes. Once the human woman leaves, Selene comes back to us, clearly thrown off by the situation and thinking of something.

Neither me nor Vic even bother to ask, choosing to wait patiently until she shakes her head and says, while looking at us, “I apologize, my friend just told me a rumor that the Ruler of Envy will be spectating the games, so I’m just feeling a bit thrown off.”

In reaction to that, Iset squeaks in surprise, causing her to get a harsh look from her colleague and quickly calm her expression to stand back up in a proper pose. Though her heart beats wildly in excitement.

While the two women seem like they just heard there will be a big celebrity or leader of a state coming, Selene is much more nervous and shows even a bit of what feels like fear.

“Is a Ruler appearing as a spectator that rare, Selene?” Victoria asks her.

That gets her a nervous, unbelieving chuckle. “Very rare, Miss Victoria. He is a Ruler. One of only fourteen. He isn’t even from our galaxy, nor are we counted among the central galaxies.” She gestures wildly as if she has a difficult time explaining, so she just ends with an emphasized, “He is a Ruler.”

“But he’s also a new one, and possibly the weakest. I bet some powerful Absolute like the Magi or a proper replica of the last Elf could probably fuck him up.”

“Language, Nathaniel.”

“Sorry, Vic.”

Selene looks at me in a way that makes me suspect she wants to call me a backwater-galaxy bum or some other such thing, but she patiently says, “Even if he wasn’t crowned all that long ago, he is still one of the most powerful people in the universe. If he willed it, he would have no problem destroying this world and many others in our galaxy. Just releasing his presence fully would probably kill everyone on this planet, minus those at the brink of becoming Champions, Champions, and Absolutes. You can’t even look at the true body of a Ruler, looking for too long will burn your eyes, not to mention their presence. There aren’t even many planets in the universe where a Ruler can fight without destroying them instantly. Possibly not even ours. And this planet has been strengthened through a number of pairings. A planet like yours that just awakened would be annihilated.”

“I see,” I nod. “What about Beyond?”

She seems confused but answers, “I think the deeper floors should be quite durable.”

“You seem to know quite a bit, Selene,” my sister says.

“I try to, Miss Victoria, sweetie. There are many things I’ve learned from attending the academy, and further under the tutelage of my master. Then I took many courses to even qualify for the position of support staff in the Games,” she answers proudly.

“Are any other interesting people going to be joining the spectators?” I ask her before she can go into further bragging about herself, as I’m sure she would.

This time her eyes gleam like those of a fangirl. “Yes! There will be Felix Maro!”

“Selene, I’m just a bum from a barely awakened planet.”

“Honey, everyone knows Felix Maro, he’s a very powerful Absolute! Two thousand years ago, he started his tutorial in Beyond.”

That piques my interest, and I sit up straight. “Tell me more.”

“There are many stories of his tutorial, the most powerful S rank ever known, completing many 1000-year quests. He was even later taken in as a disciple of The Ruler of Temperance. There is a rumor that the Ruler of Temperance is raising him as a potential successor!”

“Selene, I have a question.”

“Yes, Mister Gwyn.”

“Who is the Ruler of Temperance? Then, in a simple way and shortly, name floor by floor all of the Rulers.”

“I apologize, but this sort of information-”

“Nathaniel, do not be too greedy,” my sister interrupts her.

“Vic, this is very simple information that everyone should know, and I’d think it’d be fairly widespread. There are so many tutorial attendees, and each floor gives you an opportunity to meet a Ruler if-”

“You can meet a Ruler on each of the floors!?” Selene looks like a hungry dog as she moves closer, ready for gossip or information to sell.

“Ehm…” I just say, looking for help from my sister, who steps in, making Selene change the subject.

Meanwhile, I muse that maybe some information that Ruby gave me isn’t that freely available. Am I getting a bit too spoiled? Did I spoil information for Selene, a sort of endgame info she would’ve had more fun getting to and discovering on her own? Or maybe she means to sell it later?

In the end, I come to the conclusion that the education here is the worst, and people of this galaxy lack curiosity.

But in the end, I get a description of the Ruler of Temperance from Selene. Though people almost never get to see a Ruler in their lives, there are rumors and legends of their appearances. Temperance, for example, is seen as a very gentle lumoran man who is fond of using war armor.

There is only one being that fits that description from the floors I have visited so far.

It also makes me wonder. Did Champion Feroy succeed at the end of the seventh floor, or is the Ruler of Temperance a special grade mimic that managed to take him over?

 







 

Selene continues to be polite, explains some stuff, and mostly talks about etiquette and our schedule. After a while, a drowsiness starts washing over me, so I listen with half an ear, occasionally asking questions about the Rulers.

I find it very interesting to see how someone born this long after their planet’s tutorial and after multiple pairings sees a Ruler. Maybe for the first time, I truly see someone admiring them in a way reminiscent of gods, even if she never saw any and only ever heard about them. A ton of information since her birth, things she learned in the academy, from her tutors, and the rumors and past legends. Tidbits of information on the appearance of beings on the scale of a Ruler, and the destruction they might bring.

There are also a few wild stories about subclass Absolutes forming temporary alliances to take down a Ruler, so they can later fight each other to claim the vacant seat. Even then, the chance of that ever happening is very rare, and it usually ends with the Ruler wiping out the party instead.

Absolutes like Lissandra, The Last Elf, the Magi, and some like the Slayer, Void Caller, or the Pale Titan, are exceedingly rare, often seemingly disinterested in holding the position of a Ruler. Hell, many people consider even a wyvern to be as rare a sight as a Ruler, and dragons are even rarer, not to mention the very few gods still alive and hidden away somewhere.

Over the past few years, I’ve come to see most of these things as normal and had a chance to meet some, even if they were just copies. It’s easy to forget that the First Generation that enters the tutorial is just barely under 40 thousand people, and not all of them even survive, and not all of them have the opportunities I’ve had. And then, thousands of years could pass on Earth without people, even awakened ones, having any chance of seeing the things I have.

When Selene talks about the Ruler of Envy, she doesn’t talk about the dickhead I saw in the record getting curbstomped by the imitation of the Ancient Monster, even the Rulers are scared of. Selene just sees someone who, despite the efforts of many thousands of powerful Masters of Envy, was able to push through and claim the spot of the new Ruler of Envy when Ruler Tyven died.

And the longer she talks about it, the stronger Envy begins to seem. But it doesn’t make me respect or even admire him. It just makes me realize that maybe I should be a bit more thankful to Sandra the Cockroach.

We’re all led to a smaller room where other participants mingle. There are a few hundred of them, though Selene tells us there are a few more rooms like that, and more “prominent” participants have more luxurious places, probably because they’re too pure to interact with us, commoners.

Left alone, me and Vic make our way through the room, dealing with the many waves of scans all over again while doing our own in turn. Probing people and making sure to remember the ones that seem like they might be dangerous, though I have to say there aren’t many of them.

The thing that best catches my attention is the walls placed throughout the room. They seem to be made of glass, and on each one, in extremely high resolution, a sort of hype reel plays. There are even snippets with me on them. Me against Savant during the first tournament. Me against Ruby’s avatar during another tournament. The fight with the Leviathan Fish, and then even the boys standing off against Nyssa, with the video being cut there as a cliffhanger to make the viewers wonder how it ended.

As Vic taps my shoulder and leaves to talk to a few people, I also watch some of hers. Both of us against Lissandra, even if Lissandra’s face is blurred. Victoria in what seems like a nest of ants, getting torn apart, as her duplicates continue fighting. Her on the snowy lumoran planet surrounded by multiple Greater Mimics. Her in the rainforest of the ninth floor, facing off against clans of demons throwing themselves against her, with the forest set ablaze as monsters rush in in waves, and Victoria standing there unbothered as she mows them all down.

When the videos show someone else, I stop looking and glance towards her, feeling a smile climbing onto my lips. Vic seems to sense my gaze as she turns to me with a question, and I just shake my head. She then turns back to speak with some weird looking bear like man, and I find a quiet corner to slip into after grabbing some snacks.

The entire time, I continue to scan the area and keep an eye on Vic, unbothered by the hundreds of flickering presences in the room.

            


Chapter 855 - Bless you


                From my corner, I continue to deal with my changes in a much more comfortable way. I find it fun to defend against other people’s scans and sneakily apply some of my own in turn. Even though I am heavily limiting myself so I don’t strain my mind, I can still do quite a bit.

Some of these people are way too easy to probe without them ever noticing, and most of their scans are just as easy to deflect or trick. I find it fun using Sneaky Mode in combination with my Mana Cycling and Empyrean Ichor, drawing on my mana leakage to partially hide my signature. To most people, I must seem like a person with average mana reserves.

There are also a few demons observing the way my hearts beat. Not feeling like fighting right now, I make myself seem as average to them as possible. Some of these demons are already picking fights and causing a ruckus.

This place is huge, with many pillars splitting the areas into zones. There are also multiple other floors with coiling, spring-like stairs heading up and down, as well as plenty of terraces. I don’t think a construction like this would be possible on Earth with its current materials. Though who the hell knows. Maybe the current ones are already getting soaked in mana and being enhanced as Earth awakens.

During this sort of sparring against the other participants, and while I am thinking of silly things, I find my eyes being pulled to the screens again. It is because they are beginning to show hype reels, but this time they are of previous winners. I ignored most of them, only watching out of slight curiosity, but that changes when a young man is introduced as Adrian.

Adrian is handsome and even younger than me. He has red hair and pale blue eyes as the “camera” pulls in on his smile. Then it switches, showing him standing in the middle of an arena that seems to have been constructed on the surface of a moon with the planet visible off in the distance. Against him stands a mora, twice Adrian’s height, with red skin and that same wildness I saw in the trio of crafters and the Endo knight.

The mora licks his lips, and mana starts to spread across his body, changing color, taking on a dark gray hue and solidifying into a sleek armor. It makes the mora seem even wilder, but without looking bulky or restricting his movement.

Adrian takes a step back, getting into a battle stance, and mana starts surrounding his body, the same as with the mora, turning into the same sort of armor. Just before it entirely covers his face, Adrian is shown wearing a challenging, confident smile.

The earth under them explodes as they charge each other, and Adrian makes a joke out of his opponent. Not a single attack touches him as he dances around him, always dodging by a hair’s breadth. It is not because it’s efficient, he just seems confident and daring like that, making fun of his opponent in the process.

This view morphs into another scene, showing Adrian walking across a sky that cracks around him like a broken mirror as it shatters into pieces.

Another shot shows him surrounded by dozens of people, possibly other participants. Many of them are smiling around him, listening to him almost lovingly, but the next flash shows him standing covered in blood with their corpses all around him. His face twists into a devilish, handsome smile.

This set of videos stops, and a few of the other winners are presented. A woman with a spider body, a demon even bulkier than Morwag, and many more. None of them seems weak, and I find it especially interesting since this doesn’t seem like the sort of game that’s filled with the absolute best there can be. Even Selene said that this isn’t one of the central galaxies, nor is the Halcyon Trust Corporation one of the biggest corporations. In a way, isn’t it just some backwater sort of game, similar to how Selene called Earth a backwater planet?

It begins to seem like the laughter from the other groups is starting to reach my corner, so I stand up and head towards the closest balcony to avoid them. A group nearby seems to be having an excited conversation, so I strengthen my hearing and listen in on them.

“-said. Yes, the Ruler of Envy will be spectating. Do you think he’s looking for disciples?”

There is some murmuring I can’t quite place, then another voice speaks.

“-fight him. I heard one of the Ruler of Diligence’s vessels will be spectating as well. And Felix Maro too, people say his disciple is from this galaxy, so he came to watch with her.”

“Shh, look, that’s the attendee. Hey! Tutorial attendee, yes you! Get your ass over here!” A human woman smiles and waves at me before I can sneak onto the balcony.

There are a few choices laid out in front of me.

I can oblige, get in close, and then grab her and throw her off the balcony.

I can entirely ignore her and the group and just go my own way.

Or, I can go over to them and socialize.

This time, the last option wins. Out of a twisted sense of curiosity, I move closer, putting a friendly look on my face.

“The fuck are you frowning at me for, you asshole? Did I spit into your drink or something? Looking for a beating?” she chuckles, but unlike her words, she moves closer, pushing some other guy away and shaking my hand with a friendly smile. “I’m Xixi, and these fuckers are… I don’t know, how the hell should I remember all their names? You’re one of the siblings, right? Gwyn.”

“Yup.”

“Daamn, I hope that long answer didn’t hurt you. Are you in one of those silent cults, are not allowed to talk, or what?” She laughs out loud.

Xixi has short green hair and yellowish eyes. She is just a bit shorter than me, and her sundress-like clothing shows off her muscular body.

“He must be overwhelmed. Maybe he hasn’t seen this many people in a while. What floor are you on, Gwyn?” a feylith man asks, his hair and eyes turning a pastel yellow color.

“14th,” I nod seriously.

That causes him to laugh out loud, and Xixi slaps my shoulder, forcing me to quickly strengthen my body. Though in the end, the slap is surprisingly gentle.

“There are some on my world speculating as to whether the 14th floor truly does exist,” a lumoran woman from the group says. “They theorize Pride agreed in the end to the Ruler of Greed´s plan, and joined in the recreation of the tutorial, but his floor is open to very few ever.”

“Well, I never heard of any jerk ever talking about it. So, how is the 14th floor, Mister Gwyn?” Xixi asks me with a cheeky smile.

“It stinks of the wyverns Pride keeps there as his pets, and doesn’t clean up after. Listen, I get you want to play, but the way you’ve been trying to put that marker on me is quite painful to watch,” I say as I turn to the feylith man.

Quickly, his hair and eyes turn black before switching to pale red with hints of yellow as he shamelessly smiles. “It seems that you noticed.”

Before I can answer that even my minion would’ve noticed, another woman speaks, “He entirely blocked my scans,” she says.

“And he redirected mine to Xixi, and I almost didn’t notice,” a velnar man adds in a deep voice.

Before anyone else can say something, they look somewhere behind me, just as the presence I sensed approaching comes to a stop behind my back.

I can feel his heartbeat, recognizing a kinetic demon heart from a mile away. Still, I don’t bother turning around.

Maybe if I ignore him, he will leave.

“Hey, you human,” he says, and his hand touches my shoulder.

And in that moment, I allow my kinetic energy to rise up. My mana floods my kinetic mana heart, converting it all into kinetic energy that I send reverberating through my body. My heart beats powerfully, keeping all the force perfectly within my body.

The demon doesn’t say anything, and his kinetic energy rises up as well, but it’s all blown away by my own. It’s wilder, there’s a lot more of it, and it moves much faster, flowing in huge amounts through my body. Remembering Nyssa, the beating of my heart slows down, producing a single beat where once there were two, and then even less.

I feel the hand touching my shoulder begin to shake, and slowly, the demon lets go of me. I don’t even turn to look at him as he leaves.

Once again, I refocus my attention back to the group of game participants.

Xixi is looking at me with wide eyes, bursting into a laugh and playfully slapping my shoulder while pulling me closer. “Tell me, has anything fun happened in the Beyond as of late? I really miss that place.”

“Not really?” I say, pulling myself away from her a little bit. “Just Diligence creating a mess.”

“As in, The Ruler of Diligence?”

“Yup, the house pest. There was that Ancient Armory on the 4th floor. The guy destroyed it entirely, so the attendees won’t have a chance to exploit it. He also, for some mysterious reason, created a zone devoid of mana on the 3rd floor, killed all the fish in Lake City, and all of the lurkers on the 1st floor, before respawning them and taking all of the items from the attendees.”

“You’re bullshitting me.”

I look at the group around me, who seem to be listening with curiosity, though there are various expressions and emotions on their faces. In the end, I just shrug and don’t say anything more about it.

Sorry, Zant, but you should have split the bill with me. Now your Colony leader is going to suffer.

After a few more questions, they seem to get bored of me, and I sneak away when they start talking to a different game participant, apparently some kind of Absolute candidate who’s rumored to be the most powerful of his planet.

With so many people here, I don’t care about the individuals, so I rejoin Vic.

The rest of the time, we spend on our own, mostly with her telling me about her floors in that typical analytical way of hers that makes it all seem so devoid of emotion.

And then, hours later, she talks with that same lack of emotion right to the face of the Games, Melek. The selari man has an even fancier suit now, and his two drones zip around.

Currently, me and Vic are sitting on a sofa, facing him as he sits behind a simple table that has some mysterious items arranged across it. Probably decorations. We are in the center of a raised podium, surrounded by concentric rings of viewers who laugh, clap, or gasp depending on what the prompts are telling them to do.

All of this is being recorded to be used in promotional materials later.

“So would you say you were always the more responsible sibling?” Melek asks Victoria.

It’s the latest in a barrage of what must have been at least ten questions, and the drone zaps closer, zooming in on her face as it waits for an answer.

“I would say so. Even if I do not think that’s too impressive, given how my brother is,” Victoria says.

Melek laughs out loud at that, not realizing that she wasn’t trying to be funny. Still, I almost have to admire how genuine everything he does seems.

“And is that your plan for these Games as well?” he asks, and then lowers his voice, whispering quickly to the microphone drone, “sponsored by the Halcyon Trust Corporation.”

The crowd bursts into loud laughter. On the other side of the podium, an older selari man sitting behind a strange instrument moves metallic sticks in his hands, striking a series of floating orbs. The snappy jingle he creates is instantly echoed by the rest of the selari band. The crowd loves it, laughing and shouting in excitement.

When the music fades, Melek is still looking at my sister, waiting for her answer.

“Yes, this is what I plan to do,” she answers.

Melek doesn’t even seem to be disappointed by the short answer, but his attention switches to me. “Mister Gwyn, I have to be transparent with you. We did some research preparing for you tonight, and I have to say that out of all the participants, you are one of my personal favorites.”

He keeps smiling, but the crowd falls silent as his voice drops to a lower, more intimate tone. “My team and I were lucky enough to get our hands on a few of the recent tutorial records.”

Melek flashes the crowd a conspiratorial look, inviting an excited murmur from the audience, then focuses back on me. “There isn’t much of it, but why don’t we watch one together?”

There is no question directed at me to see if I agree, and a drone floats closer as something akin to a hologram forms around us, starting to play a scene I remember very well.

Lily lies on the ground, breathing heavily. The wound on her chest is covered in the red flesh of the monster trying to devour her. Gray mana keeps moving to destroy it, but Lily seems to have trouble focusing. I watch as my projection’s eyes meet Lily’s.

She nods, and my projection gathers kinetic energy to attack her multiple times over, destroying the chunks of red flesh while hurting Lily in turn. Then, the black-haired healer damages her own body further, profusely bleeding from open wounds. She almost stops breathing until I slap her across the face, forcing her dwindling attention back to me.

And for the first time, as I watch the record, I see the expression I was making back then.

When the projection ends and Melek turns to me, I smile back at him, seeing how taken aback he is by that for a moment, that he even forgets what he wanted to say.

Keeping the smile on my face, I ask him, “Can you tell me who gave you that record?”

“I apologize, but I can’t do that,” Melek laughs, answering rapidly, while spreading his arms in a defensive yet friendly gesture. “But we have learned the woman in the projection is one of your group members.” He winks at me, though it seems more directed at the crowd, which whispers as if they’ve just heard something scandalous.

His eyes become firmer as he locks them with mine, and I notice an imperceptible smirk on his lips as he says, still in that friendly tone, “It was interesting to see that side of you, Mister Gwyn.”

“I guess. But I think I know who you got the record from, so I want to say one thing.”

Without even trying, I feel my smile turn gentle as I look right into the camera drone.

“I knew you were a precious little mistake, but isn’t this a bit too much? Were you broken when you got your bottom kicked by her? Bless your useless little heart. Why don’t you share that record? Or maybe you already did? Is this some sort of fetish? A golly-gee degenerate, voyeuristic freak who gets off on watching yourself get beaten? Is that it? Seriously, what the sweet goodness goes on in that hollow, desperate, glorious skull of yours? Do you wake up every blessed morning wondering how to be an even bigger goddamn disappointment, or does failing this gosh-darn hard just come naturally to you? You’re a sad, lovely parasite-”

“I apologize, Mister Gwyn. As you can hear, our audio drone is automatically censoring what it’s detected to be excessive cursing.”

“Is that it?”

“I’m afraid so.”

“Bless you, too, Melek. Suck a lollipop.”
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                    Bless you, guys! Have a nice weekend!
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Chapter 856 - Start of the Game


                I don’t like this galaxy’s customs.

Apparently, the simple act of releasing a bit of mana and mimicking the way Lissandra attacked me with her presence counts as “Unwarranted escalation of lethal force.”

Also, sending in a near Champion from the security unit was too much. My intention was just to scare the asshole “face” of the Games.

Judging by the fact that he has some records from my tutorial, I highly suspect they were handed to him either directly or indirectly by the new Envy.

If it were only me on the records, I wouldn’t mind, but using the one with Lily… Showing all of these people her [Disintegration], and that she’s a healer able to endure the parasitic red flesh of the imprisoned Champion from the Astral Prison floor, annoys me.

It was meant not only to annoy me, but also as an attack on Lily as well. Many people have warned me that there would be those wanting to get a healer like Lily at all costs. Many of them even said that Lily by herself would be more valuable to these people than the entirety of Earth.

This… this doesn’t feel good at all.

Feeling my sister’s hand on my shoulder, I smooth out that spike of anger while the two of us sit alone in the small room without any windows or doors, under a single glowing orb near the ceiling.

“I understand the severity of what they are doing, Natty, but just for now, endure,” she says calmly, the entire situation not seeming to disturb her at all.

“Yes, I will,” I answer her.

“Good,” Victoria says. “I will make a note of this as well. Once we have the power and the opportunity, we will collect what is owed.”

“I hate being so patient, Vic.”

“I know that very well. You are quite the risk-taker.”

“One day, Vic, one day it’ll all snap into place, and not a single being in the universe will dare to threaten me.”

“That’s quite a childish dream.”

“Being a ‘proper’ adult is overrated,” I tap her hand resting on my shoulder thankfully, and she lets go.

We sit here in comfortable silence for a while longer until one of the walls lights up.

On the screen, Melek stands, smiling charmingly at the camera while standing on what seems to be the surface of the sea. The water’s surface creates a perfect mirror of the beautiful blue sky as a few lonely clouds make their way across. He looks like he’s waiting for some sort of inaudible cheering to stop, smiling longer and longer, and even performing a few small dance moves. His pink hair and skin contrast strongly with his white tuxedo suit as he lifts his hand into the air.

“This message is for the participants’ ears only. In the name of the Halcyon Trust Corporation, I welcome you to the Games. Years, decades of agonizing training, blood, and sweat have all built up to this very moment, where you’ll finally get to test your limits against your peers!”

Melek begins to walk on the surface of the water, without it rippling at all. “I know many people look down on the first event. Some viewers don’t even tune in until the last event, but I have always thought the first one was the most fun.”

The camera drone zooms in on his face. “I find it so incredibly fun to watch the powerful massacre the weak. A single attack from the most talented among you as it completely erases half a dozen of you. I like to laugh at people who aren’t even capable of perceiving certain individuals because of their speed… that sheer, brutal difference in power and skill is what I live for! Because, as we all well know, we aren’t born equal.”

His walk stops, and in the room where I am with Vic, a pillar shoots up from the floor, revealing two bracelets on top of it. The bracelets are made of black metal, and there is a single, pale blue crystal orb set into each one.

“This,” Melek says on the screen, “is the Crescent Lifeline, beautifully crafted by our premier sponsor, the Crescent Smithies! This is the premier, unreleased model that will be available for purchase through your local suppliers immediately following this event! The bracelet will connect to your vital signature, allowing us to monitor you for the purpose of making this show that much more enjoyable for the viewers. Simply putting it on constitutes your consent to the terms of use. It will monitor your mana pool as a percentage, rather than tracking exact values. It will monitor your body’s overall condition, your exact location, your velocity, and it even uses a charming little algorithm to estimate your emotional state. But don’t worry, all of this data is strictly for the broadcast and will NOT be shared with our business partners. Trust me, we learned that lesson the hard way last time!”

He chuckles. “If you refuse to put on the bracelets, it will be considered a forfeiture of the games, and you will be sent back after paying the agreed-upon fine. And I also want to assure you that because the device monitors your vitals so closely, it can instantly teleport you out of danger and straight to the Healing Guild of Absolute Zarathusa if things get a bit too intense. This instantaneous transport is made possible by a proprietary array from an Absolute who wishes to remain anonymous, though I have to say, it cost a ridiculous sum of money. But I want to warn you. Do not rely on it too much.”

Vic takes a bracelet and hands it to me. After I take it, she takes the other one and puts it on her left wrist. I look at my pale left hand and at the fragment imbued into the back of it. Of course, my tendency of being disarmed surfaces in my mind, so I put the bracelet on my right hand instead.

Meanwhile, Melek continues to blabber. He talks about how there are five thousand participants, and how the games need to filter them down to one thousand. He explains that all of us will be moved to an arena prepared by another company he promotes, one which specializes in construction and similar projects.

Apparently, there will be one thousand crystals hidden throughout the place, which we’ll have to find and place upon the bracelet to be allowed into the next event. He calls it a treasure hunt.

There will also be viewers watching, and by donating whatever currency they use, they can vote for certain interventions. Things like making a change to part of the arena, summoning a powerful monster, and other interesting obstacles to make the event more dramatic. There are a few more details, but those are the main points.

In his final speech, Melek points out some of the interesting people we might find ourselves facing. Candidates, disciples, talents. He even mentions two charming tutorial attendees who’ll be participating, challenging people to try to test themselves against Beyond’s S ranks.

When the countdown starts, I stand up, stretching a bit and mirroring the movements of my sister, who does the same. Even as I try to act nonchalant, I feel my heartbeat speed up slightly. But it isn’t because of fear, it’s just my excitement.

Maybe this will be fun.

As Melek requested, both Vic and I lower our natural barriers so the bracelet can connect properly, and neither of us tries to defend ourselves against it as we are teleported away when the countdown stops.

We aren’t even split up, and both of us find ourselves in a metal box surrounded by a dozen other participants. It is dark in here, and I sense us moving upwards.

No one attacks yet, though the people around us are immediately getting ready, raising their mana and reinforcing their bodies. Multiple signatures fill the metal box, heavy with the pressure of everyone’s presence, which causes the air to shake.

Then the box speeds up, making me realize we’re in an elevator.

We pass over a wall, and light shines in through the glass side of the elevator, revealing us to be moving along the exterior wall of a very slim and incredibly tall skyscraper. Looking out, I see dozens, hundreds more similar skyscrapers, all of them rising through the clouds that entirely block whatever is below.

Multiple skyscrapers in the distance are already beginning to tilt, cut apart, exploding, with many people escaping the elevators or fighting.

I look around our elevator, where most of the people’s eyes are stretched wide open, looking at Victoria, who stands right in the middle of it. She isn’t even turning to look around at the people holding their weapons, she is just standing there calmly, with her presence leaking a deadly feeling.

The elevator stops and the doors open, leading to a pearl white hallway with golden lights.

Victoria moves first, taking a step and stopping right in front of the exit, and turning around. Some of that golden light frames her figure, as does the pearl white of the hallways, but it is her eyes that pull you in and make you freeze.

No one dares to move, and the doors close with a hiss.

With a jump, the elevator begins to move upward again. The human man near me stays frozen, sweat running down his temple. The lynthari on the other side twists her tail, making her look erratic and nervous. I sense multiple heartbeats speeding up. Gradually, the elevator picks up speed.

Victoria flattens her right hand, locking her fingers together into a lethal, flesh and bone blade.

Then the light disappears as the elevator enters a dark vertical tunnel, and a blinking red light starts up at the ceiling.

At that exact moment, as if on cue, everyone bursts into movement.

Victoria shoots ahead, using her hand to cut off the arm of the feylith closest to her. As the said feylith gathers mana to use a fire skill, Victoria, without hesitation, stabs her fingers toward his heart, not caring that the healers might not be able to fix it. Yet, the feylith disappears as the crystal on his bracelet cracks when Victoria stabs her fingers into his chest.

I twist to duck under a lynthari charging at me and hit him with my shoulder, causing him to crash through a few people and into the metal wall of the elevator, which creaks and bends. Before he can attack me again, a vyssari behind him buries her fingers into the lynthari’s leg and releases a burst of primordial lightning.

Victoria ducks an attack aimed her way, a swing with a short axe made of mana carried by a selari man. Another selari man attacks her from behind, moving at incredible speed. Yet, my sister faces both of them. A swing of her hand cuts off the hand holding the axe, and she matches the speed of the selari attacking her from behind, stabbing her hand through his neck and grabbing his spine.

The second selari disappears, and the one with the axe regrows his hand to attack her again, but he gets stabbed from the back by a blonde haired human woman. Victoria then cuts through his belly, causing his insides to fall out.

As the red light stops blinking, we get over the wall, and light shines back inside as the elevator speeds up even further. Many more skyscrapers outside are entirely destroyed, toppling over, with an abundance of participants flying about. I refocus and dodge as a figure flies by me and slams against the glass of the elevator, which cracks and gets splashed with blood.

The entire time, I’m using my eyes to read the flow of mana, disrupting the activation of mana-based skills. Any domains, explosions, and anything that would destroy this place too quickly. Even while restricting myself, I find myself quickly jumping from person to person to do this.

My detection picks up on something, and I see a green arrow shooting toward our elevator, an arrow bigger than the elevator itself.

Releasing oscillating mana through my feet, I blow out the bottom of the elevator, causing the cabin to continue its ascent as we all fall down.

Victoria finds her bearings quickly, holding the vyssari woman by her leg even as the woman tries to kill her with lightning. My sister swings and slams her against another participant before stabbing her hand through both of them.

Also noticing the green arrow, she jumps toward the ceiling of the elevator before it disappears, using it as a launchpad toward me, twisting along the way to avoid a projectile from one of the participants and destroying another one with a swing of her hand. In the next moment, the elevator gets entirely obliterated, and the arrow continues through the skyscraper.

Before the guy can shoot more projectiles at Vic, my own mana projectile stabs through his back and pierces his barrier, which I finally disrupt, and his body disappears.

With my sister by my side, we continue to fall toward the clouds. I disrupt attacks shooting our way and observe the fights in the distance. A powerful pulse of mana catches my attention, and I notice multiple thin skyscrapers being torn, cut in two, and floating into the air to gather around one figure floating in the sky. The skyscrapers are set horizontally as someone uses a skill to launch the entire buildings as projectiles, while another attendee uses walls of fire to meet those projectiles and melt them.

Another barrage of green projectiles rains toward us, and, grabbing my sister’s hand, I boost us toward a skyscraper, breaking through the glass and entering a pearl white hallway.

Both of us immediately turn to start running through it, heading toward the other side. One of my lances shoots through the wall ahead of us, stabbing into one of the participants. Vic moves in front of me, tanking a lightning strike heading our way. Then, picking up speed, she reaches the attacker in a blur and tears the vyssari in half before breaking through another window.

I follow her, jumping out just as another barrage of projectiles entirely destroys the skyscraper.

            


Chapter 857 - The viewers have voted


                I throw multiple orbs behind us, and each one explodes as projectiles enter the field surrounding them, destroying the projectiles in the process.

Vic continues to fall while occasionally pushing off the side of the skyscraper to speed up her descent as we head towards the clouds. I send my senses out towards and through them to make sure they’re not dangerous. Sensing a few signatures below them, I nod at Vic.

In response, she speeds up. Each step she takes across the side of the metal and glass skyscraper sends ripples through it like a stone cast into a lake without seeming to break anything.

Spinning in the air, I dodge a few more projectiles, and then we pierce the clouds. It takes a few seconds of low visibility while we’re surrounded by the clouds, and then we are on the other side. The area below is entirely different. As far as I can see, there are a myriad of floating platforms. Some of them are just small enough for one person to stand on, while others are as big as entire buildings.

The air here has a yellow haze to it that many would compare to a Mexico filter, and the skyscrapers continue down where there are more clouds, but these ones have lightning cracking through them.

All of this was made by people, by a company, just for these games. Just how cool is that?

I move to the side, dodging more projectiles. Waving my hand, I use my eyes to take control over one of them and send it shooting off into the distance, where it causes a huge explosion. Vic is already jumping across the platforms and heading towards the next attacker, who strikes at her and then begins to panic as nothing manages to slow her down. The vyssari tries to teleport away, but sweeping over him with my gaze, I break the structure of his skill.

My sister crashes into him, grabbing him by both of his hands before tearing him in half. In the middle of that movement, the vyssari disappears thanks to his bracelet, and she stands there calmly looking around.

Boosting myself, I reach the platform and land beside her, tapping on her shoulder and pointing up.

As I do, a man with a bear head pierces the clouds, and around him are floating multiple skyscrapers in an impressive display of [Telekinesis].

Seeing the platforms, the bear man swings his hand, shooting those skyscrapers at Xixi, whom I see in the distance, surrounded by a green suit of armor that makes her as big as a building. That armor grows further in size, as does her mana output, as she breaks through the skyscrapers to head out and attack the bear man while he pulls many of the surrounding platforms towards himself to use them as projectiles.

Placing my hand on my sister, I teleport both of us and then watch as the place where we stood gets blasted away by a dark blue flame. I shoot a lance at the attacker before teleporting us again. Along the way, someone tries to disrupt my teleport, but I push through, so that instead of disrupting it, they find the exit point.

Just where we appear, three lynthari women who seem like they might be triplets are waiting and attack us.

Victoria pushes me away, and through the place where I just stood passes a sword that one of the lynthari holds. Behind that sword, a purple line remains, and she moves to attack me again.

I block her sword with the back of my hand after modifying my defensive layer against the frequency of her attack. A pulse of my kinetic energy hits her, but she tanks it without taking any wounds and switches to another fast attack as I reinforce my body and match her speed.

She rushes at me as I jump back onto another platform, each of her movements trailed by a purple glow, matching the swing of her sword. She gets annoyed when I jump back again instead of meeting her, shouting something at me, but I just jump again and then come to a stop. A field expands from her, a domain to stop my teleportation, and she gathers mana to boost her movement to charge me.

But before she can, she finally senses another presence whose mana signature I’d been hiding and turns around, her eyes widening as she sees Victoria right behind her with the other two lynthari nowhere to be found.

The skin on Victoria’s body tears as she increases her speed and slams the attacking sword away. Meanwhile, I take over the field and use its anti-teleportation effects against the lynthari, and after two exchanges, Victoria punches the lynthari woman’s face, breaking something.

Victoria follows it by grabbing the lynthari’s hair and slamming her head against her knee, causing the bracelet to shine and the woman to disappear. Then, swinging her hand, she gets rid of the blood clinging to it.

More participants begin appearing in the area. Much like me, they must have noticed that there is a ceiling at the top, so the only way forward is to go down.

Out of nowhere, a ping of sound spreads through the whole of the battlefield.

“The viewers have voted, and we have listened, even if it might be early for something of this scale. But no one can say we don’t deliver,” Melek’s excited voice spreads out everywhere, audible even through the explosions.

“A Champion Grade monster, a Griffin, will be summoned in three seconds and will stay for a duration of one minute! This monster selection comes courtesy of our top spectator!” he shouts.

In the sky, a huge circle appears, glowing red and pulsating, its color becoming darker as it starts letting out more and more light. It almost looks divine in a way, though most of it has no real function other than visuals.

“Three!” Melek starts his count.

I let mana shoot out from me and place multiple teleportation markers. Vic grabs my hand and opens it, placing a finger there.

“Could you stop doing that?”

She entirely ignores me. “Do not forget, Natty. Thirty percent. I will take care of the rest.”

“Two!” Melek’s voice shakes the place, and most of the attacks pause, as most of the participants don’t start new fights and instead stare up towards the circle.

“It was up to fifty percent,” I complain.

“And I said up to thirty. Okay?”

“Okay,” I sigh.

“One!” Melek’s voice thunders, and in a flash the circle disappears.

In its place floats a griffin no bigger than a horse, its lion’s body suspended in the air by wings. It has the head of an eagle and powerful front legs ending in massive claws.

No one attacks, as everyone seems to be aware of the presence that’s appeared here. Everyone can feel it. Everyone can see the predatory way its eyes sweep the area.

Its wings spread wide open and shake as if ridding itself of some lingering stiffness, and then the monster shrieks.

For a moment, everyone’s skills flicker out and are canceled. Then the monster isn’t there, and instead is a mile away on one of the platforms. Its head lowers, and with its beak, it pulls at something, making me realize it’s the head from the body of a velnar participant.

The Griffin opens its beak, swallowing the head before pulling off the leg of the guy and swallowing it as well, careful not to soil its fur or feathers.

A dozen attacks rain down on the monster, who just shrieks again in annoyance, disrupting most of them and then finding another target. It disappears, flying and moving with a speed no one has a way of tracking. When it appears again, it holds another velnar in its front legs, with one of its claws stabbed into his heart.

And then I realize that the man was dead before the bracelet could activate. It is possible that it has something to do with the speed, but it is also possible that the creators of the Game simply allowed it.

“50 seconds remain!” Melek announces happily, not bothering to explain anything.

The Griffin hears him, twisting its head as if trying to track that voice, but failing in the end. So instead, in a few seconds, it tears the rest of the body apart and looks around for more prey.

Out of the thousands of people on this platform, the Griffin charges yet another velnar man, which makes me suspect that it’s targeting the biggest prey with the most meat on it.

The velnar this time isn’t such an easy target. When the Griffin appears again, its claws are scraping against the velnar’s chest, but they haven’t pierced through, as the entirety of the man’s mana seems to form a defensive layer around him and reinforcement.

That guy screams in pure terror mixed with desperate defiance. He slams against the Griffin, but his arms just pass through the empty air, as the monster isn’t there anymore.

Instead, the monster is a mile away, holding a different velnar whose heart it has pierced, and bites off his head. It entirely ignores the velnar it just surprised, as well as a barrage of attacks that weakly make impact against its fur and feathers, causing no damage. Only when a bigger projectile explodes forth and bursts into flames does the monster shriek, disrupting the attack before it reaches it. And the shriek even seems to affect the Primordial Lightning one of the participants has been launching its way, along with the flames of some sort of Fragment.

During this time, none of the participants bother to fight each other. There are some rushing down to pass through the clouds into the lower level in hopes the monster won’t follow. But I’m more interested in the participants who remain here and are clearly getting ready to attack the monster. There are hundreds of them.

And I also continue to try to keep my body as stable as possible. All out of fear that I will be teleported out if the bracelet judges me “near dead.” I still remember what happened during the last tournament, and I don’t want a repeat.

Even so, I’m enjoying the current situation. With each charge the Griffin makes, I learn to observe it a bit more. Amazingly, mana has nothing to do with it, all of it’s just the sheer power and dexterity of that body. The monster barely has any mana at all. Every time someone dies, I observe the movements of its body. I sense the kinetic energy its muscles produce.

With all these observations, the Griffin still terrifies me. It’s not only fear for myself, but for my sister next to me. And as the monster moves from participant to participant, some bracelets activate in time, and their wearers survive. It becomes very obvious that the organizers are playing favorites. But everyone already knew this would be a fucked-up Game.

A dozen or more velnar die, and only when ten seconds remain does everyone move as if it were planned out.

The man with the bear head uses his [Telekinesis] and halts the Griffin for the shortest moment. In the next, Xixi rains thousands of green, arrow-like projectiles down on it. A vyssari woman nearby launches a white lightning projectile, and a long-haired human man throws a spear made of green crystal that’s twice as long as he is tall.

One of the remaining velnar teleports through that barrage, steps onto the Griffin’s side, and with pure rage in his eyes, grabs and pulls on a wing, tearing it off entirely.

Finally, the Griffin breaks free of the telekinetic hold and shrieks, causing all the attacks to disappear and the mana around it to disperse. It waves its remaining wing and disappears, appearing in front of the bear-headed man with telekinesis, though the monster moves slower this time.

The bear man slaps his hands together, causing the air to visibly ripple, and the Griffin stops again. It is about to shriek when Xixi crashes against it, and, surrounded by her green armor, holds the monster’s beak closed.

As the bear man starts bleeding from his eye, another participant closes in. A handsome selari man jumps over from one of the nearby platforms, carrying a sword and shield to attack. But his target isn’t the Griffin. With a smile, he coats his weapon in oscillating mana and stabs at the bear man, who roars at him and moves to defend himself.

In the next moment, the Griffin overpowers Xixi and bites off her arm just as the velnar, which tore its wing, teleports there again and punches in a second attack, but the monster charges again.

The entire time, I’m watching this with the [Empyrean Lance] floating by my side, weaving layers of kinetic energy around it. Just as the Griffin reappears, I release the projectile after predicting where it would appear.

My lance shoots ahead with a thunderous crack and reaches the monster in a blink, targeted at its head.

And then I watch as the Griffin flings its head back, but not from getting hit. Instead, it holds the [Empyrean Lance] in its beak, and its eyes find me way too quickly, locking onto me. It bites down on the lance, crushing it, seemingly not caring about the explosion right in its face, instead, all of it gets pulled inside its beak as the monster swallows it.

It then shakes, and with visible speed, its wing grows back.

“Five seconds remaining!” Melek’s voice calls excitedly.

The Griffin lifts its beak upward and screeches, disrupting everyone’s primordial energies, fragments, and all the mana in the area. That screech is long and drawn out, and as it hangs in the air, the monster grows in size, adding two more, smaller wings growing from its back.

“Looks like someone didn’t know the rule of not using anything Empyrean-related or hyper condensed mana against the Griffin!” Melek laughs out loud and then calls out even louder, “The Ruler of Envy has been generous and has donated a large sum, and by large, I mean extremely large, for us to twist the rules a little bit.”

The Griffin continues to stare at me, ignoring its favorite snack, the velnars in the area.

“The Griffin’s summoning duration has been extended by one minute!” Melek shouts, and the Griffin disappears.

            


Chapter 858 - Why would that crazy asshole do that!?


                Victoria throws me her bracelet and, grabbing it, I teleport away just as she slams into the Griffin and stabs her fingers into its neck.

The Griffin bites at her with a speed she can’t dodge, and its front leg guts her body horizontally, separating her legs from her torso. Even then, despite losing one arm, her upper half continues to attack it.

I reappear at another spot. Victoria grows from the finger I’m holding and leaves another with me while saying, “Keep the bracelet for now.”

I nod and watch as the legs the Griffin cut off grow into an entire duplicate. That duplicate tears off all five of its fingers, throwing them around, and a new Victoria grows from each of them. All of them attack the monster and hang onto it, even as it charges me, and I teleport with the finger again. Victoria, staying behind, charges the monster and joins the duplicates already fighting it.

One of the duplicates clashes against the Griffin, overclocking her body and exploding after a single punch, but the Griffin’s head flings back, and two more duplicates follow in the exact same way. More and more duplicates reappear from pieces of flesh, attacking and immediately exploding as they push their bodies far beyond their limits.

By now, the Griffin is missing one eye, one wing, and one of its legs is heavily damaged, with multiple bleeding holes covering its body. Still, the monster shrieks in anger and charges, breaking through the skyscraper and shaking the Victorias off its back.

Even that doesn’t stop my sister. Her duplicates charge, jumping off the platforms and the skyscraper in a way that ripples the surfaces as if they were made of water without breaking anything. They rush at the Griffin like they’re the ones hunting it, while even more duplicates keep popping up.

Meanwhile, I boost myself down along with the platform I’m standing on, dodging the selari man with the sword and shield who passes through, slashing his blade. He lifts his shield just as I shoot my projectiles at him, blocking it with a clear ring of metal. More of my projectiles move past his sides to turn around and hit his back, but he channels mana through his shield, and all my projectiles get pulled toward it, slamming against the metal.

Then that selari man rushes away as the bear man with telekinesis follows, shouting at him and launching projectiles at the man.

A velnar man teleports over to the Griffin to fight it directly, but he doesn’t join forces with Vic. Instead, he swings his arms, destroying one of her duplicates and charging the monster. My sister doesn’t seem to mind and ignores him, the two of them pursuing the Griffin, who continues fending them off as well as a hundred or so more attacks.

Some participants use the distraction of the Griffin to fight among themselves, while others launch sneak attacks against the ones fighting the Griffin. Some even attack both the Griffin and the people facing it.

Explosions are all over the place as all of it ramps up, and of course, I take note of the way the Griffin looks at me.

It doesn’t try to hunt for velnar anymore, it fights off the participants attacking it and constantly tries to get to me, while Victoria proceeds to stand in its way every time. No matter how the monster moves, there’s always a bit of Victoria’s flesh clinging to it, and her duplicates grow to continue the attack.

Meanwhile, I have my [Weave] already set in place. A few of the participants are caught up in observing it, trying to hijack, disrupt, destroy, or use it against me, but I keep up the effort necessary to keep it mine. And so I use it to teleport all over the place, observing the Griffin and teleporting. Sometimes leaping multiple times a second, and others just once or twice every five seconds.

A single failure could easily mean my death, and I have no illusions that my bracelet would work properly with Envy around. It would probably also be good content to have one of the siblings die to create drama around, preferably Vic’s survival, who’s so far been showing off a lot more out of the two of us.

She’s currently demonstrating just how ridiculous she is with her ability to constantly duplicate herself without losing her mind, all while facing a Champion grade monster.

I teleport again and then duck under the green projectiles someone’s been shooting at me. A platform thrown by telekinesis flies over me and crashes against the selari man with the sword and shield, and instead of defending myself against the explosion, I teleport again. Accelerating my mind just that little bit as I do, I observe the twitches of the Griffin’s muscles, trying to predict its movements and teleport again. Not even for a second do I try to actively track the monster. If I did rely on just that, I’d die.

Reappearing again, I see a barrage of attacks raining down on Vic, and two humans in armor attacking her, trying to wound her with some sort of poisonous weapon, likely hoping it’ll affect the duplicates as well.

Everyone here is doing their utmost fucking best to fuck over everyone else, while the Griffin hunts me like I’m the best snack it’s ever seen. The longer it stretches, the more maniacal its eyes seem.

I’m not even surprised. My ichor is full of hyper condensed mana, my ability to create an [Empyrean Lance], and my body itself in the form of my mana vessel trait. For a monster that seems to regenerate by consuming mana, I must seem like a goddamn treat. I’ve been warned many times that people might want to kidnap me for my eyes, or even my other traits, or my mana-conductive body. But who knew the first real threat I’d face would be a chicken with the body of a lion.

But I’ve had enough, especially as I sense more projectiles being aimed at me and more people attacking Vic instead of fighting off the monster.

Keeping it down to thirty percent of my capacity, I cut the palm of my left hand and let my blood drip out, gathering it into a ball.

As if smelling it, the Griffin shrieks, pushing everyone away and charging at me with incredible speed, but I’m already gone.

Reappearing high in the air, I start forming [Empyrean Lance] and break it apart before it fully forms, taking all that mana under my control. I let it surround the orb, and they begin to bounce off each other, strengthening one another.

[Empyrean Lance - lvl 58 > Empyrean Lance - lvl 59]

Checking the bracelet Victoria gave me one last time, I teleport away. While reappearing on one of the smaller platforms, my mood improves.

The Griffin stands where I stood before and stares with starry eyes at the orb made of my blood, pale blue mana, and the golden and white streaks of mana around the core. Then, without hesitation, it gobbles it down, eating it in a way that makes it look like it’s about to choke.

The shriek it lets out this time damages my eardrums, and most of the mana constructs in the air disrupt fully, though my [Weave] fails to completely break apart. Especially not the part I modified to endure the shriek.

[Weave - lvl 24 > Weave - lvl 25]

[Weave - lvl 25 > Weave - lvl 26]

My last few checks confirm that everything is ready and functioning, and I feel a deep satisfaction as they do, especially since not once did I go over my promised limit. This entire situation, all these people, honestly piss me off. 

I form another lance and shoot it at the Griffin, who catches it in its beak and breaks it before devouring it.

And then another.

And another.

And a few more.

At this point, most of the fighting stops. A few people are shouting at me, throwing themselves forward and attacking me with everything they have just to stop me, but it’s too late.

The Griffin grows to twice the size it was at the start, and its shadow looms threateningly as six pairs of wings violently snap open with a deafening crack.

 







 

POV Participant in the Game sponsored by Halcyon Trust Corporation

Every Griffin has a stomach that converts the mana and items it eats into a healing factor, and into temporary enhancements for itself. Everyone knows that.

So why, why would that crazy asshole do that!?

The Griffin is now gleaming with power, fully healed. That Champion grade monster, which should be one of the simpler ones to deal with if you come prepared, is now somewhere around the middle grade of Champion monsters.

And that ridiculous bastard calmly stands there on his goddamn platform as if a single miscalculation wouldn’t mean his death. He isn’t even smirking like you’d expect of a crazy person as he sweeps his gaze around the arena, while the Griffin seems to be waiting for him to feed it another empyrean projectile like the ones he’s been using.

But instead, that man finally finds what he was looking for and speaks into the silence, pointing his finger at a human man. “You. You attacked me like three times, and my sister twice with that nasty poison.”

The man’s confusion turns to horror as a pale blue mass of mana with a flickering white and golden core forms on his back, and the Griffin snaps toward him. Before he can even move, the monster is there, holding his torn-off head and biting into said mana.

And that crazy, crazy man nods in satisfaction while raising his voice. “Now, you fuckers. Why don’t you attack me again? Maybe try to be a good sneaky little shit and try to use a mental attack to force my mana to go out of control, or try to connect to my sister’s duplicate to search for her mind to break it.”

He turns and points at a feylith floating nearby. On that man, the same empyrean mana flickers, and in the next moment, the Griffin is there, holding his dead body.

It then sits there waiting, as if for more food, looking back at the man.

Like everyone with at least some experience, I realize he must be using that ridiculous array that still remains in the sky to send empyrean mana to the people he must have already marked.

In quick succession, he points at five more people, and each of them dies while he watches on coldly. Though there are a few shrewd ones that are fast enough, and they move to kill themselves and activate the bracelet to teleport themselves out before the Griffin gets to them.

At this point, not even the most powerful participants have a chance against the monster, and barely anyone dares to move. Every time that man points at someone, it’s because that person used some especially nasty way to attack him or his sister. I know for sure some of the others attacked him much more, but he doesn’t point at them, as if there were some sort of twisted logic in his selection.

But even the Griffin’s time limit starts coming to an end, and that man stops pointing at people.

That causes the monster to look at him, as if he were the last remaining source of food it could get.

Melek starts counting down the last few seconds when that human man arrogantly lifts his hand to point. But this time, he doesn’t point at anyone else. No, he points at his own left arm, which starts glowing in the brightest golden and white colors. In the next moment, he disappears, leaving the arm floating there just as the Griffin reaches it.

The monster bites it and swallows, not caring about the impending explosion, but this time the explosion is different. There’s a ridiculous amount of mana packed into that arm. Mana, and some sort of primordial energy, or is it multiple energies?

All of it explodes inside the Griffin’s beak, causing the monster to scream in pain. Even then, it seems to endure it all. But this time, there’s no mana left for it to absorb, all of it was almost perfectly used up in the explosion.

As the wounded monster begins to look around, its beak cracked and one of its eyes burnt, it stops and retches. From the inside, fingers connected together stab through the skin near the beak, and the arm twists upward and stabs into the monster’s remaining eye.

The Griffin swings its talons, separating the arm from whatever is inside, but the arm hanging from its eye regrows a new body. She grabs the beak with her free arm to pull herself up while constantly stabbing at the eye with the other, trying to dig toward the brain.

I almost pity the monster with how that crazy, determined woman is still going at it, but it finally disappears, dismissed.

Still in that silence and stiffness filling the air, Melek starts shouting excitedly, saying he hopes we enjoyed the result of the spectators’ vote.

The woman who had been attacking the Griffin then jumps up, returning to that human man, who hands her a bracelet before the two of them jump down, heading for the lower layer.

            


Not a Chapter - Book 8 Live on Amazon!


                Book launch!

It’s that time again, and yet another book of HDT has been launched.

But first, let’s thank Kotikomori for yet another amazing cover!

 

[image: image]

 

Here is the ebook link for those who don’t want to read the rest: https://www.royalroad.com/amazon/B0CW1JP4WW

 

Before you ask, yes, the narrator is working on Audiobook 7! I hope for it to come out in a few months, sometime this year.

As for Ebook 8, I quite liked it. But then again, I liked all of the books I wrote, so don’t take my word for it. Or do take it, as I’m probably the most objective person when it comes to HDT, yup.

I hope you will find the time to leave a review or rating on Amazon. It really helps!

 

As always, thanks to everyone reading, be it you guys here on RR fighting for the 1st comment, certain individual with a bottomless folder of corgi pics, or even the second class citizens that are my patrons, who sometimes end up being akin to beta readers and read a less edited story than ppl on RR.

And of course, thanks to Jabber, all the beta readers, and the people suffering from severe lack of reading comprehension on HDT Discord.

 

If you have time, please upvote the posts I made on reddit, thanks!

r/litrpg: https://www.reddit.com/r/litrpg/comments/1vmju3d/hell_difficulty_tutorial_book_8_is_out/

r/ProgressionFantasy: https://www.reddit.com/r/ProgressionFantasy/comments/1vmjo52/hell_difficulty_tutorial_book_8_is_out/

            


Chapter 859 - I miscalculated


                I have a hard time deciding if I like Griffins or not.

On one side, they seem almost like these cute, murderous machines ready to kill a person for even a bit of mana, and I can respect that. They are cruel, but looking at it another way, aren’t cats the same? Probably even worse. I’ve seen cats do terrible things to other living beings, like squirrels and rats, just for the love of the game, not because of a need for food. The Griffin at least went for the kill before it started eating.

On the other side, Griffins also seem to like mana, and that creates a possibility of them being mana thieves. And we don’t like that.

I stop swiftly and hold my hand out in front of my sister, who stops on the platform next to me. We watch as one of the participants approaches the clouds, which have lightning going through them, and the moment he comes close, a lash of lightning hits him, damaging him enough that he’s teleported outside.

Victoria moves first, and I follow her as she breaks a window leading into a skyscraper and then shifts to a slow, calm walk through the hallways.

This event requires us to get one of 1000 mana stones. That means it will likely continue until all of them are taken. According to what I have learned, that means up to three days, even if it could be much shorter. After all, it might be possible for one person to gather up hundreds of the mana stones and, in so doing, block the way forward for many participants.

While I mull that over, both of us stop and listen to the sound of cracking glass as someone steps over it, and walking out from behind the corner is a man entirely cloaked in shadows and holding a glowing, red-bladed dagger. And over his head floats a similar shadowy crown.

He glances our way and, confirming that we don’t seem inclined to attack, walks away, finding a staircase heading down.

Me and Vic follow along behind him as the skyscraper seems not to be affected by the lightning storm outside. I think it is a way to force participants into smaller, narrower places, allowing for a higher variety of battlefields.

The man covered in shadows must know we’re walking behind him, but even now, he doesn’t seem to mind and heads down, and the lower we go, the fewer lights there are.

No one here needs it, but at some point, I create a thermal cube to light the way. I just feel more comfortable having a bit of cozy light nearby. The cube floats and slowly spins over my shoulder, throwing a gentle golden light over the walls while also creating shadows of the railings and our own bodies.

My perception is raised as I observe the man. I wait for an attack or anything, really. Yet, he doesn’t bother. Instead, he just continues down.

“Any idea who he is?” I ask my sister, not caring if he hears us.

“Absolute Candidate Euris, said to have been declared by a wyvern,” Victoria says.

“Damn, a wyvern? I thought all those guys hated the system? How can they even declare people?”

“I do not think there are a lot of details available about that, Nathaniel.”

“I see. Do you think he’ll tell me if I ask him nicely?”

“He doesn’t seem the type,” she says, her eyes watching the man the same way I do, ready for any sign of attack.

Yet even now, it doesn’t come.

A few participants find their way into this skyscraper as well and begin their rush down the stairs. When they notice us, they begin attacking immediately. Throwing explosive projectiles down after us, using their presences for intimidation, or straight up charging into melee.

For the most part, a few lances are enough, and Victoria takes care of the melee-range ones. Interestingly, this place has very durable walls. Not one of them takes any damage, not from my projectiles, nor from explosions, nor from Victoria slamming some poor participant into them.

It’s not like they’re indestructible, but they require some amount of effort to break. My lance can pierce through when I try, but any more would require more than 30 percent of my abilities.

Maybe I should hire these guys to build my future moon base.

When the stairs finally end, we enter a long hallway framed on both sides by big windows through which I can see the storm clouds which are now above us. The hallway itself is at ground level, which radiates heat, like a lot of it. Like “the floor is lava” level of heat. That part of the ground is red, and there’s an array of narrow, twisting blue pathways that don’t radiate heat, tracing routes over it.

The sky is still filled with that nasty lightning, and there are big clouds of green mist moving about like a living being. Throughout the space are tall, round towers, like the sort some fantasy wizard would have.

There are also lakes, a few mountain peaks capped with snow, and mysterious pits whose bottoms I can’t reach even with my senses, nor can my eyes pierce the darkness within.

And of course, participants are battling all over. I can sense a few really nasty arrays and domains that I suspect somebody must have set before the other participants came down. I think these people went through the second layer as quickly as possible to make their preparations here. Some of the arrays are impressive, and they’re not all that different from mine, to the point that I don’t think I could remove them easily.

Euris, whom we’d been following, is already gone, disappearing who knows where, when Melek’s voice carries through this layer.

“With great pleasure, I want to announce yet another special spectator! The guest isn’t here just yet, but I am far too excited not to share the news right away! He contacted us directly, and after a brief discussion, we agreed to arrange his transport here!”

His voice cuts off as if he wants us to muse it over, though I suspect this pause is mostly meant for the viewers and spectators to theorise with each other.

Then Melek shouts again in a gleeful voice, “For now, I will keep their identity to myself so you guys will have something to think over! Please don’t hate me too much for that!”

Me and Vic look at each other, but neither of us says anything. I highly suspect the invisible cameras are currently zooming in on participants’ faces to fish for a reaction, but they won’t be getting any from me.

I shield the two of us, and we begin to run through the blue path, heading towards one of the towers nearby, or well, at least one that hasn’t exploded yet.

 







 

Even an hour later, we have no mana stones, nor have we seen any sign of one. Once in a while, Melek announces some famous participant finding his mana stone and using it to “pass” through this event.

There are no ridiculous audience votes like summoning another Griffin, but there are a few fun ones. For example, increasing gravity fivefold for five minutes. Another one is to plunge this whole place into total darkness, but that one is quickly canceled as it seems a number of people in the audience threw up because of the night vision cameras.

Some of them are straight up ridiculous.

Like having to do a short dance every time you kill someone to avoid being kicked out. That one lasts surprisingly for half an hour, and the audience doesn’t seem to get bored of it. And the participants continue to fight, not seeming to mind the new “rule”. 

There are probably many more, but the area of effect is usually much smaller, often targeting certain participants. Mostly the more famous ones. Some of them get harassed by the audience, while others get powerful single-use items and such.

Many of these participants are clearly taking advantage of that, putting their best side forward. Others are trying to promote some company or other when they think the camera is on them.

And the longer this goes on, the deeper the contempt forming inside of me grows for all of this.

This is a joke.

It takes the act of competing against each other, the test of skill, mind, and body that I enjoy so much, and twists it. It feels like they aren’t even taking the effort people have put in to get here seriously, treating them like simple puppets thrown into an arena for a laugh.

With Vic, I search through the area, sometimes getting into smaller, quick fights, but never seeking them out. There are a few times when I think the camera focuses on us. After all, we’re both likely to be the newest additions to the system out of everyone here. Bums from a newly awakened rural planet. Still attendees of the tutorial, even if talented enough to become S-rank.

I don’t think any of it matters to the organizers or the audience. We’re just siblings. A Chekhov’s gun waiting for one of us to die or lose so they can see the reaction of the other, or so they can pit us against each other.

But meanwhile, there are many more famous names people are interested in.

So we don’t do anything outrageous, and after a few more boring hours that only serve to make me more frustrated, both of us have our mana stones.

Unlike many of the others, we don’t remain behind to find more of them, but crush them right away to appear back inside that small room where we were before the event started.

With our appearance here announced, Selene and her two colleagues rush in, congratulating the two of us while dragging us through the hallway, where we meet more participants who’ve advanced in similar fashion.

“So far, the audience seems to like you! You did brilliantly on the second layer, which shocked quite a few people. But they got a bit bored by your performance on the third, honey,” Selene says. “It wasn’t bad, but it lacked any sort of extravagant flair, if you know what I mean!”

“I am well aware of that, Selene,” Victoria replies calmly.

The five of us step onto a platform that functions like a high-speed horizontal elevator, hurtling us through the desert toward a cluster of towering buildings in the distance.

“I’m glad you are!” Selene continues. “To be honest, if you do well, it benefits me too! We have a bit of downtime now, probably a day or so, which gives me enough time to commission some proper clothes for the two of you and book another interview with Melek. Just keep in mind that since you passed, the organizers will be paying a premium for any dirt on you, and the amount of money they’ll be able to spend will only skyrocket if you clear the second game. They love digging up nasty little secrets to provoke a reaction or rile up the audience. Though I’m still not sure what narrative they’re looking to build around you.”

She taps her chin thoughtfully as the platform accelerates, narrowly missing another platform a few times.

“Of course, they love the sibling dynamic,” Selene muses. “But I don’t know if they’ll try to cast you as villains or heroes. Perhaps one of each? Nathaniel, sweetie, after your stunt with the Griffin, they could easily paint you as an arrogant, villainous type. Or maybe a rebel against the system? Who knows. Melek is entirely unpredictable, and he’s the one calling the shots. That ridiculous man is the only one capable of keeping track of it all in that creepy head of his.”

The platform finally grinds to a halt in front of a towering metallic skyscraper surrounded by lush, vibrant gardens that feel entirely unnatural here in the bone dry desert. We’re led along a cobbled pathway running through the oasis. It’s clearly just one of many such compounds, which makes sense. Organizations with the resources to construct entire layers for the first game wouldn’t struggle to build a few buildings like these.

Once inside, Selene takes my measurements and departs, leaving me with barely enough time to settle into my quarters or take a shower before a sharp knock sounds at the door.

A sudden burst of suspicion makes me want to fire a lance straight through the door, a blood and empyrean mana lance powered by up to thirty percent of my total capacity and reinforced by up to thirty percent of my kinetic energy capabilities.

Suppressing the urge, I take a few steps forward and pull the door open.

I give it a fifty-fifty chance of being Envy or Adrian. And the opening door reveals the latter.

I almost slam it shut the moment I see his infuriatingly honest smile. To make it worse, he looks even younger than before. Where he previously resembled a well-maintained man in his mid-forties, he now looks as though he is barely pushing his late thirties.

“I can leave if you prefer,” Adrian says smoothly.

Instead of answering, I step aside, and he walks into the room, looking around curiously.

“They didn’t invite you to the game, so you decided to show up and cause trouble anyway?” I ask, shutting the door behind him.

“Oh no, I was invited. I simply turned it down. While it looked entertaining, it felt a bit too shameless to pit myself against these people.”

“As if you wouldn’t join the moment there was something to gain.”

“Possibly,” he agrees.

“Then what are you doing here?”

“Your handler is likely too preoccupied preparing for whatever is brewing on the twelfth floor of Beyond, so she doesn’t know. But this Game is about to become very interesting too.”

“Envy?”

“Envy, and a few others,” he confirms.

“So the two of you are best friends now, sharing secrets?”

“I wouldn’t put it quite like that,” Adrian replies, his grin widening as he clearly savors my frustration at being left out of the loop.

So I lock eyes with him and ask. “Have you seen Beyond’s Exploration Rankings lately?”

For a fraction of a second, and only thanks to my thought acceleration, I see his smile falter just that tiny little bit.

 







 

POV Ruby

Maybe choosing the Game as a place to let Nathaniel “rest” was a mistake. I know him at least a little after all this time, and I can see it on his face. That growing, dark frustration, waiting for the moment he decides to snap and release it all.

I expected him to get annoyed, but I probably miscalculated, and he seems to look down on these people even more than I thought he would. At least his sister is there to rein him in a little.

In a way, he seems similar to Master Lissandra. She would also have utterly despised the Game.

But even if there is something I’ve missed, there isn’t much I can do to help him, and I’m beginning to worry that we may have been tricked. Both me and Diligence.

Maybe the Beyond’s main defensive array was purposefully handed over to the imitation so she could get into what she is doing now. Maybe there are people who are now relying on me and Diligence to be distracted by her to put their own plans into motion.

There isn’t much I can do about that now, other than send in a few of my available Masters of Greed and notify a few Rulers who might be willing to help.

For now, I have to focus on keeping the tutorial stable and not allowing Diligence’s near panicked emotions to affect me.

The Imitation of Master Lissandra is advancing something she’s been sneakily doing for a while, and she’s been ramping it up now that she has that ridiculous dagger.

There’s no stopping her now, but we still have to do our best to keep the tutorial from breaking.

            


Chapter 860 - Grand Prize


                POV Kim Min-Jae

“Kevin, are you sure you know where we’re going?” I ask, barely managing to catch up to him, breathless. It’s already been what feels like days as we go through the labyrinth, avoiding traps, disassembling them, fighting monsters, or hiding from them.

“I guess,” he shrugs with a smile. “You don’t have to worry about that. I’m sure I can smell Maya nearby. Just a few days, a week tops, and we’ll get to her!”

“There’s no way you can smell Maya.”

Kevin smiles brightly and sniffs a few times, then points in one direction. “Ha! Then how do you explain this!?”

I look that way, and there is nothing there, just one of many hallways. Possibly with yet another Avatar of a long-dead person that visited the labyrinth before there was any form of civilization on Earth.

“If you don’t want to tell me, I’ll understand… I trust you, you know.”

“I know,” he smiles. “And Kim, I also know the Envy subclass doesn’t fit you.” He begins to walk, and I follow him, using my primordial energy to look for enemies and [Telekinesis] to hide the tremors of our steps.

“It does fit me,” I shake my head. “I… it just does.”

“Kim, my naive little bud, you damn Korean weirdo with all your weird-ass siblings and fucked-up parents, may they shit themselves in public. Oh, and your sense of fashion is just a single level better than Nathaniel’s, so basically trash.”

“Ehm. Okay?”

“Ehm. Okay,” he repeats mockingly. “I said it doesn’t fit you, and so it doesn’t. And you should listen to me, because I seem to have a sense for it.” He taps on his temple and then on his nose.

“Sure.”

“And don’t be so meek. Disagree. Fight me or something. Insult me as you did back in the good old times. You remember that one time when we fought, and you bit me on the shin? I don’t think I was ever as proud of you as I was on that day.”

“Kevin…”

“Yup?”

“I think you’re dead.”

“Am I?”

“I think Lily killed you.”

“Did she now?”

“I’m not sure… Everything feels weird. This place. You. The light I saw when I came here. And…”

He lifts his finger to stop me from asking, but continues to smile. “You have to watch your words. It’s always listening, adapting, recording.” He waves his finger. “And we have to hurry. There’s a human woman who, even long after her death, continues to cause trouble, and this place… well, I smell that very interesting things will happen. Whether good or terrible is yet to be decided.”

Kevin’s walk begins to pick up speed as he pushes between trees. Droplets of water continue to fall from the leaves like dew, but none of it hits us as his [Reflection] constantly activates, deflecting them all.

My mind feels like it’s been torn. I want to clear it out, to find out what exactly is going on, but at the same time I… I don’t want this to stop.

As I gulp, I feel as if I’ve got something stuck in my throat, and the words become blurry for a while. I’m so useless. I’m the worst. I’m weak.

I don’t even notice when he stops and find myself crashing into his back, almost falling as he takes a deep breath and turns around to face me.

“You, my friend,” he says, “need someone to kick you around a little bit. To steel your mind and to make you stop thinking of useless things. Do what you really want to do, not what you think you should! You’re still acting as if you have to wait for the approval of your parents and trying to fit in. I’d hoped Daron would whip you into shape. Nathaniel could work, but he’s been useless, he barely understands himself. Tess would rather let you suffer a bit longer so you can be stronger, and Izzy would only coddle you. Maybe Maya? She has the potential to become a great muscle mommy just the way I like it, but she’s way too lazy, and she’s not ambitious enough, even if that might change here.”

While shaking his head, he makes a sad face that is clearly there to make fun of me, as I can see the corner of his mouth constantly lifting upwards.

“I don’t need your help,” I say.

“Maybe, but you want it.”

“I…”

“Ha, not the answer you expected, right? Reflected straight back at you, you too-tall twerp! Let’s hurry then, through the mysterious Labyrinth of Xyphos!” His voice turns to a whisper as he looks around, as if checking to see if someone is listening before saying, “By the way, this is the real one, not some tutorial copy.”

He begins to rush under the trees, this time even reflecting the branches, and I don’t even have time to think as I hurry to follow him.

 







 

POV Nathaniel

Melek smiles after yet another round of applause from the audience, and his band plays yet another cheerful jingle. Vic and I wait for them to calm down after the last barrage of comments from the spectators, which he read out loud for the sake of getting a fun reaction out of us.

The place we find ourselves in this time is much bigger than it was before, but there are still the same circular tribunes, and we sit in the middle on a raised platform. I would estimate there are a few thousand people here, arrayed in a blend of many races.

“I personally still can’t get over that unnamed noble house inviting you to visit their holiday moon, Mister Gwyn. I have to tell you,” he whispers, “that their daughters are well known for… well, “enjoying the company” of people with interesting traits like yours. But onto another question. How are you still alive?”

I tilt my head in confusion, and Melek smiles while the audience laughs.

“We’ve been keeping track of your stats during the first game and even went over some of the records, slowing them down to see if anyone had poisoned you or otherwise damaged you! There was nothing of the sort, yet your vitals were constantly on the border of forcing you out.”

“Hell yeah!” someone from the audience shouts.

Melek smiles patiently. “I appreciate the comment, but our guards will still have to escort you out. You’ll also be fined in accordance with the contract you signed to take part in this live audience. But still… thank you.”

His eyes look anything but appreciative to me. Even as he smiles, I can see a coldness in his eyes as he tracks the man who shouted, being escorted out.

The audience claps as the prompt signs signal they should, and Melek turns back to me. “We even checked your Crescent Lifeline. But as expected of our premier sponsor, Crescent Smithies, whose products are all now available at your local distributor, it was totally undamaged.”

“How would I know that?”

Melek chuckles. “I guess. How would you know, Mister Gwyn?” his charming-ass smile doesn’t disappear at all despite my lackluster answer, “but why don’t we watch some of the records my team has been able to acquire? I bet the audience will find them interesting!”

Both Vic and I wait, and as the recording starts playing, we watch it along with everyone else, even as some people in the audience gasp or make weird, sad noises.

“Nathaniel, can you describe what we are looking at?”

“Something that should constitute a breach of my privacy.”

“It is great to see you and your sister keep such a brave face,” Melek says before raising his voice toward the audience. “Unfortunately, we were unable to get any records from Earth, as you know, the system only begins to record once a planet begins its awakening and the non-attack phase and tutorial start. So, what you’re seeing is the recording of the fourth floor, right when Mister Gwyn and his group lost one of their party members, something of a father figure to the younger members!”

Breathing becomes a bit more difficult as I watch Hadwin’s face during that fight when the First One appeared.

There are many things I want to do right now, but I will give them no pleasure in seeing it. I don’t even turn away. Instead, I watch the record in its entirety while Melek goes so far as to pause and zoom in on different people’s faces during certain parts.

He has that fake, sad smile that might seem charming to an outside observer as he repeatedly plays it in slow motion, zooming in on Hadwin’s face for long moments at a time.

When the record stops playing and he dismisses it, Melek turns to me. “I’m so sorry, Mister Gwyn. It must have been terrible. Even those of us who didn’t go through the tutorial have heard of its dangers and therefore hold our own First Generations in great esteem.”

“Thank you, I appreciate it,” I respond, giving a small smile. “I hope I will be able to repay your kindness someday.”

 







 

Victoria and I wait in the dressing room while Selene and her team rush around, fitting us with new outfits for the next game.

There’s also a new member on our team, a vyssari man standing on a chair so he can keep his eyes at the same level as ours while he talks to us. He’s already been talking to us for hours and showing us records of the previous Games while sharing some of the rumors and expectations as to what the next game will be.

“If you thought the first game was unfair, the second one is much worse,” the vyssari, Rake, says. “913 people have passed this time, which is a historically quite large number, so they’ll try to thin the crowd down. People who did well with the audiences or donations will be given plenty of opportunities, while they’ll be trying to quickly dispose of the less interesting ones. Melek likes to start working more seriously on his storylines during the second game, so be ready for that. If you two weren’t so fucking weird, I’d be telling you to try and act a little, but I bet you wouldn’t listen.”

“I apologize for the inconvenience. I realize that Nathaniel and I are not exactly the ideal people for this,” Victoria says.

“Concentration skill users tend to be like that, but sometimes the audience actually likes it. I have no fucking idea where Melek is going with his angle of giving Nathaniel such a sad backstory and painting you as the powerful older sister, but nothing good ever comes out of that man’s head.”

“Shh, you three, watch! That asshole is talking again!” Selene shouts out of nowhere, moving aside so we can see the screen.

There Melek stands, this time wearing a black suit that sharply contrasts with his pink hair and skin tone. On the sleeves of the suit are faint white dots, seemingly mimicking his white freckles, and his tie is the exact green and blue color of his eyes.

The selari smiles charmingly, walking through the hallways where his steps echo loud and clear. “As before, this message is dedicated to our exquisite participants. The fearless men and women who dare to seek glory within the Game!”

His steps halt in front of a small metallic pillar draped in a black cloth, hiding whatever is resting on top. “This,” Melek says, “is our grand prize. The most magnificent reward ever offered in the history of the Game, graciously bestowed by a sponsor who insists on remaining so delightfully anonymous. I have to tell you, if I had something like this, I wouldn’t give it up. But the message we received stated it must be offered as a reward, so here it is.”

He smiles charmingly. “I mean, we could probably keep it, couldn’t we? Slide it into an auction, pocket the fortune, and use a mere fraction of it to put up a prize that would still beat everything we’ve done before. But this universe is full of mysterious people, powerful people, scary people, and the rules are simple: you just don’t fuck with them. And we highly suspect our anonymous donor is one such individual.”

With one smooth, clean movement, Melek pulls away the cloth to reveal a small crystal, causing a memory of my Fragment of the Nameless Tree to flash behind my eyes. Resting on the pillar is a small crystal of a velvet indigo color that seems to absorb the light. It doesn’t even look like a crystal, its surface has a weird, impossible softness to it.

“This is the Fragment of Starless Sky,” Melek announces with a reverence that doesn’t even seem feigned this time. “It is a pure fragment, and not a recreation from the tutorial. One of the most powerful and well-known fragments in existence! A fragment of the Elysian Frame from a dead god! As many historians will tell you, there aren’t many fragments of this god left, meaning each one carries terrifying might.”

The video zooms in on his face, and then cuts to a close-up of the fragment resting on the pillar.

“And this is what you are fighting for.”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Yet another amazing art from the same guy who drew Lissandra, the twins, and Elian! And this time we have Nathaniel and Victoria!

The scene is from during the Game. It is the two of them in their waiting room with Nat likely trashtalking and Victoria patiently listening. It might even be from after Nathaniel almost died to the exceptional level nine hair serum made by the Healing Order of Absolute Zerathusa.

Once again, Im super happy with the result and hope you like it as well!
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Chapter 861 - Esteemed spectators


                “Is that fragment really that rare?” I ask the vyssari guy. I already feel his name slipping from my memory, so that’s what I’ll be calling him.

The vyssari guy continues to stand on the chair, looking at where the screen was while chewing on an aromatic wooden stick that sticks out from his mouth like a cigarette.

“I’ll ask for more information about it and send it to you, but I think there are only between three and four dozen of that Fragment that we know of, no more have been appearing on freshly awakened planets,” he says.

“Why?”

“What do you mean why?” He turns to me and bites into the stick. I can almost imagine him as an aged, too-tired-for-this-shit cowboy.

“What do you mean why, why?” I mimic him. “I obviously mean why there are thousands, tens of thousands of other fragments, while Starless Sky only has a few dozen.”

“I don’t know,” the vyssari shrugs.

And for a moment, I think he pisses me off more than Melek ever did.

I get the assholes. I can understand someone messing with me, being gleeful, and wanting to make me hurt. In a way, I even think it’s a pretty good strategy, one I would probably use if I hated someone enough or was a scared little shit and needed such tactics.

But the vyssari guy, showing not an ounce of curiosity, physically insults me. He’s the sort of person I will never understand.

“What Nathaniel wanted to ask was what could be the cause of certain gods being shattered into so few fragments. Is it because they were powerful or because they were weak? Or maybe the way they were shattered had an influence?” Victoria asks in my stead, catching my mood.

And the vyssari guy spits out the stick onto the ground and slowly puts another one in his mouth, which he begins to chew. “I understand what he meant. But as I said, I don’t know.”

“It is not useful, but thank you for being honest instead of-”

“No, Vic,” I interrupt her, “being honest is fine, but this psychopath didn’t even have an opinion on any of that. Not once in his life has he devoted any of his mental capacity to give it a thought or be curious about it.” I turn to my right. “Selene, we want a new vyssari advisor guy. This person is terrible.”

“Maybe after the second event, sweetie?” Selene smiles kindly. “And now, what color for your shirt do you prefer? Bright pink or pale yellow?”

“If you try to dress me in those colors, I will burn the clothes you put me in and walk into the event naked.”

One of the other two selari women chuckles and quickly covers her mouth as Selene turns to her.

Turning back to me, Selene says, “That’s an interesting strategy to get the audience on your side, but don’t you think-”

She shuts up as someone knocks on the door. Three quick knocks, followed by one slow, and two additional quick.

Taking it as some sort of signal, Selene rushes over and exits the room, where I can hear a barrage of quiet whispers as they exchange a conversation.

When she comes back to the room, she sighs, “The Ruler of Greed’s vessels, Ignis and Yvaine, have joined the Game as spectators. The Ruler of Diligence’s vessel, Bant, is joining the already present Oant. And the Ruler of Patience is rumored to be coming as well.”

Selene’s eyes are unfocused as she has a difficult time comprehending it all, and she just stares blankly at a random space in the air in front of her.

“And don’t forget that Lord Wrath might come too!” someone calls from behind the closed doors, causing everyone to turn there in surprise. “Can I come in?” the voice asks with a tone that sounds like they’re having fun.

“Low pristine item as an entrance fee,” I call out before anyone else can answer, and I hear a laugh from behind the door.

“I offer information instead. Master told me you might appreciate it!”

Picking up on the hint, I look at Victoria, who just gestures that it is my decision, so I call, “Come in then.”

The door opens, and a feylith woman walks in, smiling brightly. She’s wearing a set of black, suit-like clothes, not dissimilar to the ones Ruby once wore on the 2nd floor. Both her hair and eyes are a gentle yellow, and there are holes in the back of her clothes to allow her small wings to pass through.

“I’m Yvaine!” she says, her hair and eye color not changing at all. I even notice that her left eye is exactly the same as Ruby’s. And she seems to notice me noticing. “This is a mark from my master and my connection to her as her vessel,” she smiles as she explains.

I shrug, looking at Selene, who is in the corner, sitting on the couch with the two other selari women by her side, while the vyssari guy has stepped down from his chair and is also standing nearby. When Yvaine looks at him, he bows quickly, with his chewing stick nowhere to be seen.

“Are there any problems with the Game?” I ask.

And the feylith ignores her, instead coming closer to me, tilting her head to look at me with the eye Ruby marked. She is smiling brightly, moving that eye up and down my body while smiling.

“I have to say that I’m not sure what she sees in you,” Yvaine says, and I notice the field she put around us and Victoria, cutting everyone else off so they can’t hear. “I mean, it’s not like you aren’t interesting, but I’ve met my fair share of suicidal talents who grew strong fairly quickly, and barely lived long enough to become a threat to the truly powerful. Even if you two are a little bit similar, I find attendee Nyssa Volare to have more potential.”

“I’m happy for you,” I answer.

She laughs happily and pokes my cheek. “Maybe she likes your personality. I myself quite like how well you endure my presence. Tell me, is it not scaring you? I’m releasing quite a bit of it in your direction.”

“It is impressive, possibly good enough to scare children or Easy Difficulty attendees.”

“Is it now?” she asks, and her presence rises up even further, not affecting the area but creating that suffocating feeling very close to me.

But even with all that I’m dealing with, how can it compare to hers?

“You’re an Absolute?” I ask.

“An Absolute with the highest compatibility with Master Ruby out of all her vessels. Through my body, she can channel more of her power than anyone else!”

“So not the strongest, but the best leech, which makes you, in the case that Ruby shares her powers with you, the strongest of her vessels?”

She nods. “I like how you simplified it, but you will never be popular with girls if you expose everything they’re hinting at. And you,” Yvaine turns to my sister, “I was told you are in charge at the moment, and the more reasonable of the two. Master doesn’t know too much about this situation, but something is about to go down here, so Ignis and I are here to keep an eye out just in case.”

“I expect this isn’t just to keep an eye on my brother and I, but something much more serious. You mentioned Lord Wrath might be coming. Did you mean the Ruler of Wrath?”

“There is no one else in this universe I would ever call Lord Wrath other than that velnar. If he actually shows up here, you know, everything is beyond saving. You only deploy him when you’ve already accepted total destruction. I mean, Master Ruby can get angry, sure, but Lord Wrath? Once he’s riled up, he doesn’t stop fighting until there is nothing left to destroy.”

“So when do they send the Ruler of Wrath in?” I ask curiously.

Yvaine thinks for a bit. “I think the last three times he went out were when there was a situation connected to one of the Last Elf’s Prime Replicas, one of the remaining gods, and another Lycan that challenged him. Oh, maybe that one fight against the Hornless Demon, but that was a while ago.”

“Not when the Ruler of Pride messes something up?”

Ruby’s vessel bursts into laughter. “When Pride moves, there is nothing you can do but wait and pray you survive the consequences.”

As she speaks, I notice an interesting fact. Just like everyone else I’ve spoken with, she calls him Pride. Not the Ruler of Pride, Lord Pride, or anything. Just Pride.

“Back to what I mentioned previously. I assume the situation must be serious since they dared to use the imitation of Lissandra Hawthorne as a diversion. There’s probably not much you two can do once it gets to that scale, so just do your best to survive. Moreover, I shouldn’t even be here, but I got curious! So see you later, Victoria, Nathaniel!”

Standing up with a smile, Yvaine begins to walk away, not even bothering to open the door, but passing through it as if it wasn’t even there.







The second game is about to start, almost a day later, once all of the preparations are finally done. The mainly occurs because of the interviews and other responsibilities toward the show organizers, things like making posters and signing further contracts giving us a split from merchandise sales and similar stuff.

I almost want to let Vic deal with it, but she simply doesn’t care. As much as I love my sister, she is almost completely missing an inner loot goblin. Overall, she finds it difficult to care about certain things.

Sure, she logically knows there is an advantage to getting a better deal and acquiring more resources, but at the same time, she considers it a minor detail. Hell, maybe she just thinks of it as a distraction.

As for me, I don’t want to deal with it either, so I reject all of the deals for now, deciding to wait longer. It’s the sort of game where you wait and see which side blinks first, or which side twists the wheel to keep the cars from crashing into each other.

For now, both me and Vic are wearing similar clothes we got from Selene, though mine consist of a pale gray shirt and black pants, while she wears gray pants and a black shirt. The design is tailored in such a way that it pulls more attention toward my pale left arm and shows off my scars a bit more. I think they also avoided ironing mine on purpose, meanwhile, Victoria’s clothes have been left in a perfect state.

On the screen, Melek once again blabbers his usual stuff, walking through a number of luxurious tribunes that open up to a view of a huge area with many screens. Plenty of rich-looking people sit there in comfy chairs that I bet are worth more than some epic items. Maybe even a few arcane items, too? Who knows.

“And here we have our new, esteemed spectators! The vessels to the legendary Ruler of Greed herself! Yes, that Ruler of Greed! The one who battled an ancient dragon to a complete standstill! She, who faced one of the mightiest remaining gods, the Timeless Void, and walked away victorious! Just having her vessels present is a massive honor, and who knows, she might even be watching through their very eyes! A warm welcome to Mister Ignis and Miss Yvaine, who’ve requested to be introduced simply as her disciples and vessels!”

The camera pans out toward the two figures, the female feylith and a mora man towering over her. He is tall and slim, with red skin and gray tattoos. Ignis also gives a smile, though his feels much less friendly than Yvaine’s.

“I would also like to introduce Mister Bant, vessel of the great Ruler of Diligence! The master of Domus and its universe-famous World Smithy! Mister Bant will be joining Mister Oant to spectate the game!” Once again, the camera spins and zooms in on two of Diligence’s vessels, a human woman and a thylarin man who wave at the screen.

As if stealing the camera for himself, the view gets entirely filled with Melek’s brightly smiling face before he pulls back, chuckling. “And as we have many times before, a thank you to the Ruler of Envy for already spectating. We are glad to have you here, our esteemed Lord!”

Envy appears on the camera, sitting higher than the others, with a few servants nearby. That asshole of a lumoran waves lazily and smiles, letting a servant put some sort of fruit into his mouth before he bites into it.

Melek cuts in quickly the moment the view returns to him. “There might be another distinguished guest joining us later, but I’d hate to spread false rumors, so I will share the news only once they’ve arrived! But! I worry I may have taken up too much of your time already. Once again, a massive thank you to all our new spectators. I’m absolutely certain I haven’t forgotten anyone important!”

For the briefest moment, the camera sweeps across the audience, passing over Adrian sitting there in a VIP lounge not that far off from the others Melek just introduced, but that’s it. It passes right by, and Melek doesn’t even bother to mention him.

The selari face of the Game is smiling in a way that tells me this omission is obviously on purpose.

“Now then, it is time for the second game: Glass House!”

            


Chapter 862 - Glass House


                As the name implies, the second game is set in what could generously be called a Glass House. It’s basically just a huge cube-like maze with walls made entirely of transparent glass, through which you can perfectly see the positions of the other participants. There are many hallways and many floors as well, with everyone set at the same distance from the black-walled room at the center of the cube.

Even now, Vic and I aren’t split up, and around us are eight more participants meant to be our teammates, randomly selected. Of course, Melek uses some fancier words, something about our bloodline or the like.

There are just a few things I care about. First, you have to control your powers, physical stats, and the like. If you use too much, you will damage the Glass House. When you damage the house, the others from your bloodline can vote to have you exiled, meaning you’ll have to find other exiled people to form a new bloodline. Once exiled, you remain next to your former teammates, but you will not be able to attack your former bloodline for a full minute, though they’ll be able to attack you without any consequences.

At least three bloodline members will be needed to pass certain doors. Some require five, and later you’ll need ten as you get closer to the center. In addition, there will be hunters. According to Melek, who somehow doesn’t seem like the most trustworthy person, ten percent of the participants were “randomly” chosen to fill said role. They started alone and can not form or join any bloodlines to progress. Instead, they need to eliminate a number of participants equal to the requirement of each door to pass through it.

Furthermore, their progress will reset after each door. So even if they have 100 eliminations and then open a three-person door, they won’t have 97 remaining, but will be reset to zero.

I really wanted to be a hunter, and I expected they would make me or Vic one, but surprisingly, we’ve found ourselves standing here with a few other weirdos. There are a few more rules that I know somewhere in the back of my mind, but I care only for these few main ones.

After all, it still comes down to personal strength. I also find the idea of an entirely transparent cube interesting, as I can see everyone, their positions, and the shapes of the hallways we’re all walking in, which may currently be quite narrow but widen out in places, and I can already see a few spaces that are quite big.

Some attendees are already using skills to make themselves invisible or fill the hallways with smoke and such. Meanwhile, some of the others don’t seem to care at all and start heading toward the closest opponent.

I move closer to my sister and, in a whisper, ask, “What happens if you attack someone from your bloodline?”

“Eliminating someone from your bloodline triggers an automatic exile and a one-minute period in which you won’t be able to deal damage to them,” she answers.

“We should exile that Griffin fucker,” someone from our bloodline says out of nowhere, and multiple heads turn toward me.

“Phrasing, please,” I say.

“Or what?” That man, a velnar, says as he pushes his way through the others. “When they announced you, I expected more, but so far you’ve just been a tricky, little, cowardly ass,” he growls at me.

“Oh my, let me get you a handkerchief to sob into. How old are you? 50, 100? Not even a Champion yet, and who even declared you a candidate? Someone’s blind grandma? Was there a system error? Or maybe it was your mommy, who couldn’t help but be proud of her special boy?”

“For one who’s been offered the great opportunity of the tutorial, and squandered it, you sure do talk big.” He already towers over me as I look up at him.

Not breaking eye contact, I reach behind my back and reinforce my body. Then, I knock on the glass wall, causing it to crack. Right then, a popup window appears in front of everyone, Vic included. Unlike system windows, it’s visible to everyone, not just the owner.

“Go on, exile me. I’ll stand right here for that minute, and the second it ends, you are out of this game.”

The velnar narrows his eyes, but his gaze slides toward Vic.

It is obvious what he’s thinking.

“Oh yes bitch, my sister will be helping me,” I tell him.

“Have you no pride?” he growls at me aggressively.

“Vic, this guy isn’t trying to exile me or fight me. He clearly has no pride himself, so why is he lecturing me about it?” I ask my sister, who has been waiting here patiently the entire time, seemingly not even getting ready to fight.

Instead, she seems to be observing the bloodlines and hunters close to us. I am doing the same, and as I do, I begin to find it more and more entertaining, meeting the gaze of someone passing nearby and trying to guess if they will head somewhere else or choose a path that will lead to a clash with us.

“If a fight starts, we can always find someone more capable who’s already been exiled and join forces to unlock the doors,” she says.

“So how about we calm down and just roll with it for a while?” An extravagantly dressed vyssari man from our bloodline says, nimbly jumping up from the ground to land sitting on the velnar’s shoulder.

And to my surprise, the velnar doesn’t throw him off or complain. Instead, he stands there frozen in what seems like fear.

The vyssari man taps the velnar’s head. “Good boy,” he says with a smile, then jumps down, stopping in front of Vic and me. “I’m Prince Kip! Tell me, humans, have you met a vyssari by the name of Lyraen during your tutorial?”

“Yes, we did,” Victoria says.

Kip turns to her excitedly. “How is he? I only saw a few records my master shared with me, and she said some of the Handlers have been claiming that it’s been quite a long time since they’d seen a wyvern bloodline as pure as his.”

“He’s a womanizer,” I say instead of Vic.

That causes Kip to switch his gaze to me. “A womanizer?”

“There are rumors that he has something like sixty wives waiting for him outside of the tutorial,” I say, observing the guy. He is short like all vyssari, but weirdly, even though his legs are scaly like the rest of his race, they’re slimmer than most I’ve met, even ending in what looks more like talons than human-like feet.

There are even some scales on his shoulders, which are revealed by round holes cut into his ornamented shirt. Overall, he’s dressed all in black with golden embroidery.

“That is interesting indeed,” he smiles, “but you know I meant his powers and not something like that.”

I face him and recognize that, from his point of view, he’s giving me a second chance to answer his question, even if I dodged it the first time. He doesn’t threaten me or seem insulted, despite the fact that I provoked him.

This forms a better opinion of him in my mind, so I answer, “He’s not as strong as Nyssa, but he’s still quite powerful. White lightning, long range, really good at hiding. That sort of thing.” I think for a bit. “Maybe the fifth strongest of the current attendees?”

Prince Kip nods seriously, but playfully. “Let me guess, you and your sister are second and third?”

“Obviously.”

“And who might be fourth?”

“There is one really fast girl who scares me. I think I could win if I fought like an absolute coward, but if she catches me with my guard down, I might actually lose.”

“It is nice to see a man brave enough to be so honest!” Kip keeps nodding in satisfaction. “How about your sister and you stay in a bloodline with me?”

“Vic?” I ask her.

“I don’t mind,” she says.

“We don’t mind,” I confirm.

“Very good!” Prince Kip claps his hands together, turns back to the rest of our bloodline watching us, and scratches his chin. “What about them though?”

A few of them are raising their defenses, having drawn their weapons. The rude velnar from earlier is already running away too, though he isn’t all that fast.

After the filtering, the average quality of the people here is much better than during the first game, but I’m continuing to have a hard time telling if any of them are truly powerful. I mean, I know Beyonders are the best of the attendees, S ranks are the best of the Beyonders, and the people here are mostly Absolute or Champion candidates.

But even though I can sense their presence and it tells me they are strong, it doesn’t feel all that threatening.

“I apologize for my rudeness, and this might get a little dirty, but I hope you’ll understand!” Prince Kip says, and his brown eyes light up.

A concentrated burst of white lightning flickers around his eyes, intensifying until it starts to burn his eyeballs. But before they’re entirely gone, his eyes flash like pointers and shoot from each one a finger-thick, uninterrupted, laser-like stream that doesn’t even resemble lightning anymore.

That stream cuts one of the participants in half, and the guy disappears as his bracelet activates.

Meanwhile, Prince Kip stands there, smiling politely even though his eyes are gone, totally burned out. Then they start healing at a rapid speed, and a moment later, the vyssari blinks a few times to reveal they’ve gone back to normal.

Both Vic and I move against the group, each of us using the opportunity to eliminate one of the participants before we can be kicked out of the bloodline and rendered unable to attack them anymore. I shoot the fleeing, panicked Velnar with my lance while Vic gets close and personal.

For the following minute, the three of us defend ourselves. I continue to throw in random attacks to test how well the invulnerability works, and truly, I do nothing to them at all. The way this thing is set up likely means someone at the level of an Absolute holds control over it, defending against the attacks and maintaining the rules. Or, at least, they’ve created some array for the purpose.

But even over the course of the whole minute, they don’t manage to kill any of us, and after it ends, it takes just a few seconds for the three of us to get rid of the remaining four.

Of course, there are huge explosions, flames filling the hallway, and attacks powerful enough to destroy a city or two, but it is nothing we wouldn’t be able to handle with a little bit of elbow grease. In the end, even as I hold the wound on my side and watch my burns heal while feeling my sister’s judgmental gaze on the back of my neck, though I don’t feel too bad about it all.

The Glass House around us is entirely undamaged, making me believe the organizers can switch the durability on and off at will. A part of me wonders what kind of stories they’re trying to play out for the audience. Big betrayals, hunters and hunted, bloodlines unsure if they can trust each other. Short zoom-ins on a smirk here or some suspicious gesture there as a participant’s colleagues move, all to keep the audience on the edge of their seats. All while every participant can see everyone through the glass.

I watch as Prince Kip stands there, his eyes regenerating until he can look over at me. He must have noticed my curiosity. “You spoke to me honestly, so as a man, I shall do the same! My lightning is far too powerful for my eyes and body, but I’ve developed a workaround through localized super regeneration.”

“Is that an official term?”

“Probably not, but it sounds impressive, doesn’t it?” The vyssari smiles brightly at me, and I think I begin to like him a bit more in that moment.

“I declare you my temporary companions and promise I shall warn you in the event that I decide to kill either one of you!” Prince Kip says proudly, looking at us with expectation.

“Well, why not? I promise to warn you as well,” I say.

“In order to be more efficient, I’ll offer the same promise, which will apply so long as you hold to yours,” my sister says.

“Great! Now, let’s head toward our next target!” Prince Kip says, pointing a finger in the direction of the man rumored to have been declared an Absolute candidate by a wyvern. Euris, a human man entirely covered in shadow and wielding a glowing red dagger with a shadowy crown over his head, as he passes through the glass hallways alone.

“Let’s hunt the hunter!” Prince Kip adds excitedly, and his eyes glow with white light.

            


Chapter 863 - Intruders


                We fight our way through a bloodline group, and this time it’s much more enjoyable since we don’t have to wait out their minute of invulnerability.

And now the second fight is about to happen, this time not in hallways but in an oversized cubic room as the Glass House shifts and opens. Before the fight can even start, glass walls appear in front of us and Melek starts hyping the whole thing up. He introduces the combatants and mentions some of the more impressive things they’ve done, which makes me think it has more to do with Prince Kip than me and Vic.

From what I’ve seen, I think this vyssari with his Superman-like laser eyes, so powerful they burn his eyeballs out, might be one of the strongest participants. So far, I think the favorites are him, that shadowy guy Euris, Xixi, the bear man with [Telekinesis], and a female thylarin array specialist with six arms.

Every time any of them seems to be entering a slightly more difficult fight, Melek chooses that moment to start annoying everyone, and the Glass House starts shifting impossibly.

“This is your last opportunity to donate! The countdown will be starting in just a few moments. Maybe the fate of your favorite lies on your shoulders!” Melek shouts.

The whole thing makes me start taking note of our opponents. There are six of them, but it is difficult to say whether or not they’re dangerous, as sight is the only sense able to pierce the walls, giving me no way of feeling out their presence. Not even my eyes are helping here.

So for now, I stand here and wonder what Melek would do if we just turned around and left after all this hype.

[Selective Adaptation - lvl 17 > Selective Adaptation - lvl 18]

Meanwhile, my new skill is continuing to level up nicely. It’s already gained almost ten levels in the last few days. Maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad idea to fuck my body up a bit more to get an easy level up for the trouble. The question remains as to whether that’ll even be possible.

Strangely, I think Victoria knows what she’s doing by telling me to limit my effort to thirty percent. I have a faint memory of someone else saying something similar, but their opinion doesn’t matter as much as my sister’s.

In the past few days, I’ve been starting to feel almost rested, and it’s growing easier to keep my mind together. My ongoing trait strengthening and evolution have also been simpler to deal with, and my constant work on my constructs continues, but since this time, I’m not strengthening them, only fixing them, it’s much simpler.

I know it’ll only be a bit longer before I can stretch my metaphorical wings and give these changes some proper oomph.

[Weave - lvl 28 > Weave - lvl 29]

Yes, just a bit longer.

“The countdown starts!” Melek shouts and begins, “Ten!”

He counts down as if there are others counting down alongside him, an audience that we can’t hear. With each number, his voice grows louder and louder. At about three, Vic grabs my hand and presses something into it. I don’t even have to look down to know what it is.

The wall drops down, and Prince Kip squints his eyes as two white lasers shoot out of them, sweeping around the arena.

Even though our opponents were building their defenses the whole time, the lasers cut through them as if they were nothing.

I see one participant get cut in half, while another loses his leg, and a third takes a cut to the neck before Prince Kip’s eyes are entirely burned out. He closes them as he waits to heal. Even then, he doesn’t stop and nimbly jumps into melee, using other senses to locate his opponents while he flies around in the same unnerving fashion kinetic energy affords me. He changes direction with a thump to clash against one of the guys he wounded.

My sister is also already gone, and I watch her body explode into a pile of blood and flesh which immediately drops to the glass floor, staining the wall with gore in the process, but as it sails through the air she regrows from one of the fingers. Her overclocked duplicate punches against the restored barrier and explodes, though the impact does manage to crack it.

Three more Victorias appear, each charging the same spot. In quick succession, all three of them, one after another, hit that spot and explode into piles of flesh and blood, until the fourth breaks through and stabs her clenched-together fingers through the chest of a female human mage with a staff.

I boost myself down to the bottom of the huge cubic space we’ve found ourselves in and twist to dodge two projectiles. I let my eyes see through the last one, and it breaks into particles of mana that twist through the air around me. I gather them over the palm of my hand and form them into a dagger.

The air behind me shifts, and an invisible seventh opponent moves to attack me. Using my kinetic senses alone, I locate him, and at the last possible moment, I reinforce my body and move. I use a short, sudden burst of high speed and lash out with the dagger, cutting into his body.

Another rain of projectiles shoots towards me before I can finish him. These projectiles twist through the air and track me, gathering more and more speed while constantly adapting and changing as they do.

The invisible opponent disappears too, picking up on the way I sensed them and countering it. There isn’t even a heat signature for me to follow, so while dodging the projectiles and disrupting the man’s efforts to cast some sort of large-scale attack, I close one of my Preeminence eyes.

For a moment, my sub-minds combine, and I look through the wavelengths surrounding me, sliding into that cold state I had when I was surrounded by hundreds of dolls, not knowing which one would launch the next attack against me.

And then there it is. Something I almost can’t explain, but my hand moves ahead, and I grab the invisible guy by the neck and disrupt the field, revealing a human man. His dagger moves to stab my heart, but I concentrate my defensive layer there, and it bounces off. Then a pulse of my mana disrupts the projectiles I’d already seen through.

I quickly release the human assassin as he swings to cut off my arm, and I fly back. He is about to slide back into invisibility when he notices an inscription I drew with my blood on the back of his neck while holding him, unable to cause him more damage with my physical stats alone.

But before he can do anything, the inscription sizzles, fueled by the hyper-condensed mana in my blood, and explodes.

The blast is much bigger than I’d expected.

The shockwave and the pulse fill the cube, bouncing off the walls and almost throwing me aside, even as I raise a barrier around myself. Said barrier also stops multiple projectiles, but opening both of my eyes, I lock my gaze on the selari man who’s been launching them at me the entire time. Next to him, one of his projectiles halts, then turns around and stabs into him.

Before he can do more, Prince Kip’s laser cuts him in half.

I see a vyssari thrown by Vic fly through the air, missing an arm and clutching his belly to keep his guts from falling out. I shoot my lance at him, but it freezes just when it’s about to hit him.

“Ozrantisixelevkeks’s one-time life-saving gift, purchased by one of our generous audience members, has been used!” Melek shouts.

So I shoot another projectile, but the vyssari avoids it, and his body regenerates quickly just as Victoria crashes into him. And even as he shows off his incredible strength and pierces a hole through her body with a single punch, she grabs his shoulders and almost tears him in two before his bracelet activates.

Only one opponent remains, a feylith man who has spent the entire battle focusing his mental attacks on Prince Kip. But the prince resists them all, pinning the man in place with both hands clamped on either side of his head. Trapped in his grip, the feylith can only continue to unleash a series of desperate, frantic mental attacks on the vyssari.

And then Prince Kip’s eyes glow as his twin lasers shoot forth, melting away the feylith’s eyes and face, before his bracelet activates as well.

No one likes mind mages.

“And just like that, we have our victors!” Melek bellows. “Congratulations to everyone who placed their bets on Prince Kip and the Royal Bloodline! But the real question is… how will they handle their next opponent?”

A specific hallway lights up, drawing our eyes and forcing our attention toward a shadowy figure walking through it. Just a few more steps and one final turn, and he will be upon us. Having seen a few of his fights, I know our next match will be much harder.

Euris takes his final steps, keeping his eyes locked on us, as Prince Kip’s eyes begin to glow.

Then the wall shuts, cutting off the man’s path towards us.

“No, no, we can’t have all the best fights happening just yet!” Melek laughs. “But don’t be disappointed. Follow me, and see what…”

Another hallway lights up somewhere in the distance as Melek leads the spectators along, but I don’t take my eyes off the man in shadow, intently staring our way. The glow of his red dagger intensifies, and with incredible speed, he stabs it into the wall, causing even Melek in the distance to shut up.

A crack spreads through the wall separating us, the one that had remained completely undamaged throughout the fights, but in the end, it holds, and Euris begins to walk away.

As he takes a few steps, two white lasers strike the exact spot where he made the crack, widening it, and Euris halts. But even then, the wall endures, and the shadow shrouded man heads off to hunt another opponent.

Thirty percent. Thirty percent. Thirty percent.

Maybe thirty-one?

No, no, thirty percent.

Thirty percent.

Thirty percent.

Thirty percent.

I keep repeating this mantra as I watch it all go down, and then both me and Prince Kip follow Victoria. A few minutes later, we pass through the first door into the inner space of the cube, heading toward the black room at the center.

 







 

Our Bloodline’s bond was unbreakable. Me, the vyssari with laser eyes, my sister, and later on, some random guys we picked up along the way just to get the door open for us. We had spared them, we brought them in, clothed them, and fed them.

And how did they repay us?

Obviously, by secretly working with another group and sneakily attempting to take out Prince Kip. After all, he’s the strongest one here. The other two are just tutorial attendees.

Everyone knows the advantages that the tutorial and Beyond offer. Just how much they can supercharge and speed up your growth. Everyone knows that only the best your planet has to offer are selected. There isn’t a single participant who hasn’t met a person from the First Generation, if not someone who went through Hell difficulty or Beyond. These people are often still Champions, and it’s likely their Absolute is one of them too. Many decades after the tutorial, they’ve settled in, taking positions as powerful family heads, leaders, warriors, and such.

But me and Vic don’t even have 4 years under our belt. Out of everyone here, we spent the shortest time in the system. No one expects much. So what if Melek introduces me as the guildmaster of the Primordial Knights, which even people outside the tutorial have come to know as one of the recurring top guilds of Beyond. So what if Victoria was declared an Absolute candidate by an imitation of The Ancient Monster, Eladore’s Shadow.

I don’t think you can get to where any of us are if you aren’t a bit cocky and confident in yourself. Of course, we’re being looked down upon to the point that even Melek mentions my disappointing performance a few times.

But Vic continues to prove herself especially scary. Throughout all these fights, and ever since the start of the Games. Now, she’s saving Prince Kip from a concerted effort to kill him. She creates duplicate after duplicate until even Melek excitedly shouts about how it’s been a long time since he’s seen such an impressive mind.

And even the biggest assholes have to acknowledge that she’s truly something else as she stands there surrounded by piles of flesh and blood, most of which are her own. The crowd goes wild, a deafening sound that Melek finally allows us participants to hear. Many millions, maybe billions of people on thousands of planets watching the Game, and the cheers of live spectators present on this planet as they chant Victoria’s name.

For me, it might seem like they’ve only had a few days to build up to the Game, but on the outside, weeks and months have passed. Most of the participants had already attended their own interviews and had entire episodes dedicated to them, giving a glimpse into the lives of the crowd’s favorites. Sad stories were told, goals revealed, and charming personalities were carefully brought to light by Melek for the galaxy to see.

Me and Vic are intruders in all of this. We’re new, there’s almost no info available regarding us. We’re barely a novelty.

Not much is being expected from us, and the last tutorial victor was Adrian, and he won almost a thousand years ago. A talented Absolute that hasn’t been seen anywhere in recent years, so they couldn’t even interview him. Lost in history between so many powerful contenders appearing each year.

For the audience, it’s too difficult to like either of us, after all, we just appeared out of nowhere and either personally or indirectly caused the elimination and some deaths of some of the more popular, underdog participants.

Yet, they can’t help but roar for my sister, who stands there nonchalant as death itself. An unkillable goddess with a mind forged of iron.

But I know they would cheer the same if someone unexpected took us all out.

People are fickle just like that.

            


Chapter 864 - A Competition in the end


                POV Maya Jones

It’s been days since I found myself in this labyrinth.

One of my early thoughts was to worry for Kim and the others on the surface. I hoped they weren’t dumb enough to follow and try to help, and I hoped they hadn’t been found by the Adjudicator and the Corporations controlling things there.

But just as my sense of the passage of time disappeared without the change from day to night, so did my worries as I went deeper into [Focus] just to keep the fear at bay.

Every near-death experience, every powerful opponent I avoided by either sheer luck or their lack of care, and every trap that almost killed me. It just keeps snowballing and snowballing until my optimistic behavior from those first few hours here feels hollow now.

I still don’t like [Focus].

I know there’s a reason I’ve got it, and I know how powerful the skill can be from the way Nathaniel uses it. But I’ve never embraced it fully. But now I find myself with no other choice. Maybe it’s cowardice, a way for my mind to escape and protect itself. That’s what I always thought would happen, no matter what Nathaniel said.

But now, as I try to use it the way he drilled into me and then let my instincts take over, it feels… right? Correct? It’s begun to feel natural.

It is my starting skill that I have a talent for. Out of myriad skills, this one appeared in my status. And now I don’t feel as much like a machine as I’d worried. I don’t feel like I’m losing myself.

The world turns black and white, and my emotions dim out, only coming to the surface when I will them to. And the way I’m using the skill, my determination to survive is still there. It’s boosted, compounded. I claw, I bite, I swing my weapons in all the ways martial arts taught me to, in the way I admired so much. All this training, the paths I drew with my blade are now ingrained into my body itself, and as I fight, all of it smoothly pulls itself to the surface.

There’s no hesitation as I cut, no fear slowing my reactions. Being left here on my own, I don’t have the luxury to slack off. My low ambition won’t help here.

And all the stress from having to make a choice is gone, as I’m forced to fight and grow.

 







 

POV Kim Min-Jae

“Kim, my bud, of course talnium is special. There’s only a few places in the universe where you can find it, and all of them are kind of weird. The Labyrinth of Xyphos is, obviously, the most fucked up out of all of them,” Kevin says, and the Avatar of a thylarin with four arms drops down in front of him from somewhere above.

He feels so terrifyingly strong as he swings out with his blue skinned arms, and sparks of gold and white mana glitter around him, as the area around us drains of color. The thylarin then slams his arms together, and the black and white space expands even further, and all those sparks shoot forth with a scary might.

Kevin watches this all unbothered and lifts his right hand in front of him with his palm open. The air around him ripples like there is an invisible wall just as the sparks reach it.

All of them slam against that wall and then bounce back with even higher speed.

The thylarin has no time to do anything about it, and dozens of projectiles drill through his body. He still tries to fight back, but flames start to combust across Kevin’s open palm, and he closes it into a fist.

An explosion of flames the size of a building erupts around the thylarin. There’s no shockwave, smoke, or dust. The flames clear out quickly, and there is nothing left at the place.

Kevin snorts in satisfaction, “A weak-ass Champion. Kim, make sure to never end up like him.”

“I will try.”

“I can hear the honesty in your voice, so I have no choice but to believe you! Now, as I said, talnium is a byproduct of these special places with extremely high space compression or dilation. Like the bits of charred grass you find around a campfire, no matter how many stones you layer around it. For example, the Labyrinth of Xyphos. The planet itself might seem normal on the surface, but on the inside, the space is much, much bigger.”

“How much bigger?” I ask.

He turns to me and smiles in a way that both seems a bit too much like him, and yet not enough. “Some say big enough to fit a galaxy or two.”

“What, that’s…”

“Impossible? Yup! As I said, the Labyrinth of Xyphos is a fucked up place, and even the system wasn’t able to copy it properly, so what you see during the floors is a cheap ass copy. There’s also the chance that The Tutorial was actually inspired by the Labyrinth of Xyphos, but even that’s a far, far cry from the original. Before you ask, even I have no idea, as smart as I am. I am smart, Kim, right?”

“Sometimes.”

“That’s the answer I expected. The usual punishment would be to endure Biscuit’s ankle biting for an hour while he’s in his puppy form, but we don’t have that option, so I’ll let it pass! So, other than being impressively big, it can, well, some say it mirrors the true creation, others say it records and stores the events within. Places, items, Avatars of people, and such stuff. Of course, all of it lacks the spark of the original, but that’s only to be expected.”

“You mentioned it before, but how would she replace the tutorial Xyphos with the real one? She shouldn’t be able to reach beyond, right?”

“That is true! But whoever made the tutorial was quite lazy. Or maybe just unskilled back then, and a temporary solution became permanent. Since the system can’t copy the real Xyphos, it maintains a connection to the real Xyphos where an array has been placed around it to observe and send back data or something. Don’t ask for more, though, I have no idea how that was simpler than just creating a lesser version and copy-pasting it everywhere.”

“Maybe the Labyrinth as a data source is in some way structurally impossible to duplicate or scale down to a simpler asset, so the best the system can do is to create a rendering and pipeline a real-time data stream with… something like a much compressed resolution?”

“You are such a nerd. But yeah, she found that connection, and by working with that cute wyvern, they’re about to abuse it. But anyway! Now, let’s go forth onto a far more important adventure! Girls! Maya awaits! We have to save her before that lunatic woman begins her plan.”

 







 

POV Nathaniel

Xixi is trying to escape, and yet glass walls rise up in front of her every time she’s about to succeed. The green-haired woman’s perception is great, and she dodges long-range attacks as if she knows where they’ll be. Like Prince Kip’s laser eyes and yes, even my lance. And then she also has high enough physical stats to outrun Vic.

As a hunter, Xixi doesn’t have anyone to help her, so she’s left out on her own, and because of the glass walls, it’s been pretty easy to follow her.

But as we reach a dead end, she stands in a hallway surrounded by her green armor.

“Motherfucker, stop disrupting everything I do!” she shouts with her eyes angrily locked onto me, ignoring Vic and Prince Kip.

“Maybe put more effort into not letting me do it.”

“I’ve met goddamned Champions who fucked with my mana less than you, you ridiculous bastard!”

“Forty percent,” I say.

“Stop saying that, I have no idea what it means!”

She doesn’t, but I do. Victoria started allowing me to use up to 40% not long ago, and I’m still in a good mood because of it.

And if what Xixi says is true, Champions must have been quite bad at handling mana. And even now, as she talks, I’m using my eyes to reach out towards her and pull apart the structure of any skill she tries to activate. Armor, projectiles, attacks. Anything external.

Forty percent is still too little for me to try to pierce her defenses and natural barriers to reach under her skin. Still, even with all of that, she’s still pretty dangerous. Her reinforcement is impressive, the armor she keeps close to her skin is powerful enough to face down Victoria, though she does her best to avoid Prince Kip’s laser eyes.

“Is this it? Has our hunter found her end in our game? Among our male audience, the participant Xixi ranks quite high, so maybe one of our donors will shell out for an expensive option to send her some aid!” Melek babbles on in the background, along with the murmur of the crowd, as if they were sitting all around us.

Just as Prince Kip regenerates his eyes and shoots at Xixi, an item appears in front of her. A round, shiny shield she grabs with widened eyes and holds in the path of the lasers.

The surface of the shield begins to glow as if it’s going to melt, and droplets of metal start dripping on the floor, but it endures the attack, along with the lance that I shoot at it.

Victoria reaches her in the meantime and throws two fingers out in front of her. From each, a duplicate grows, boosts its body beyond limits, launches ahead, and smashes into the shield, after which the duplicate’s body explodes under the pressure. It’s almost like she’s using them as some sort of one off attack.

The second duplicate flings the shield to the side and opens up Xixi as Victoria reaches her.

My disruption causes Xixi’s skill to break apart again just as Vic slams her against the wall. A duplicate appears on the other side, and they both pull, tearing flesh on their forearms as they pull apart the green armor Xixi’s created from her mana.

I use the opportunity and shoot the lance, stabbing it through the woman, who disappears in the next moment.

The audience goes into a rampage. Shouting in anger or amusement, and Melek starts joking about lost bets and the like, but as I usually do, I filter it out.

I look through the Glass House towards the black room in the middle, which isn’t even that far away, and this time I don’t even see any opponents between us and it.

The door Xixi tried to reach opens, but both me and Vic stand unmoving, as both of us notice Prince Kip’s eyes glowing.

“It was nice while it lasted, but this is a competition in the end, isn’t it?” he says with a smile.

“It is,” my sister nods and turns to him.

“I’ve also noticed that you’ve been at the front the entire time, Miss Victoria, while your brother kept behind me most of the time.”

“I wouldn’t attack you out of nowhere, but you know… just in case,” I answer instead of my sister. As he said, I’m currently behind him. With the way his most powerful ability works, he would face Vic and blast her, which is the sort of thing she can deal with, meanwhile, I stand ready to attack him from behind.

“Refreshingly so, I believe you,” the vyssari says with a smile. “Let’s break this alliance apart then. Do you agree?”

“I agree,” I say.

“I agree,” my sister says.

The next moment, Prince Kip’s eyes shoot lasers ahead, cutting my sister in half. I’m gathering my mana and launching my attacks at him already while observing his movement.

But he doesn’t behave the way he did before.

His body doesn’t even move, and it is the body I watch for signs of turning around. Instead, his head twists on his neck, breaking and spinning 180 degrees as bones bulge under his skin.

There’s a wide grin on his face as his laser sweeps against the side wall, and when he is fully turned to me, it tracks me.

All my attacks are left to explode or get cancelled out, as all my effort goes into boosting myself to the side, where I slam against the wall with a crunch and then boost myself across the floor to avoid the sweep of the laser.

The glow in his eyes intensifies, and the narrow stream grows wider, breaking apart until multiple streams of lightning are shooting out of his eyes and bouncing off the walls and through the hallways.

I keep dodging, I raise defenses against them, all to no avail, and a few of them pierce through my body, damaging me and burning my flesh, slowing my healing.

Prince Kip avoids my lance even as it grazes his side, and his neck snaps back into place as he heals himself and his eyes begin to regenerate. Without sight, he still manages to nimbly avoid my sister until I reach out to him with [Redistribution]. He is fast, but his physical stats aren’t as impressive.

I begin to absorb his kinetic movement, halting him in place, and in his efforts to counter it, he quickly makes his natural barrier expand in an attempt to press against it.

But like any problem, this also can be solved by throwing more mana at it. Forty percent is still more than enough to let mana flood my body as I quickly channel it in huge amounts, overpowering him just for a moment, long enough for Vic to grab him by his shoulders and start pulling him apart. I pin him for just a very short moment, but on this level, even that short moment is more than enough.

In the final second, one of his eyes regenerates faster than the other one, and he blasts away her head in a burst of white lightning, but what remains of Victoria’s body continues to pull him apart until his bracelet activates and the vyssari disappears.

I let go of the finger I’ve held on until now, and my sister regrows from that as I hand her the bracelet as well, and both of us start walking through the hallway towards the black room.

            


Chapter 865 - Before the third game


                Entering the black room teleports us into a different, normal-looking room. There’s already some of the other participants waiting, and yet no one’s fighting. Which is immediately explained by someone from Melek’s team who rushes in to congratulate us for making it through the second game and tells us to wait until everyone is here.

A few recording drones zap around, and I swat one away like it is a fly. Then I head over to one of the corners of the huge room with Vic, and I create a pair of manabloc chairs for the two of us to sit in.

I feel blood flowing from my wounds and pooling across my body, from the wounds Prince Kip caused and a few others from a fight with another group. But only the ones caused by white lightning are taking so long to heal. Lily’s improved healing marks do much better than they used to now, and using a few of them even partially weakens the effect, but as of now, it still can’t quite push through.

“You were careless, Natty,” Vic says, using my nickname, which she only ever does when it’s just the two of us.

Currently, we’re not being listened to, nor are we being recorded, as I confirm. Her senses are quite good. As expected of my sister.

“I didn’t expect him to be a healer, Vic. I know the world’s unfair, but to have both a wyvern bloodline that gives him that weird lightning and for him to be a healer? It’s just too much. If it were just the powerful regeneration, I would’ve been more okay with it.”

“That is just an excuse, Natty.”

I sigh. “Yes, I was careless.” But now that I think of it, I say, “Do you think Lily could shoot a [Disintegration] beam out of her eyes as well? Or me? I bet I could make it so I could shoot thermal energy, I could use my eyes as reflectors. It would be difficult with the trait I already have, but maybe? Or how about a third eye? Or maybe I could just shoot it out of my mouth.”

“Do whatever makes you happy.” She pauses and looks at me. “Are you happy?”

“I am, Vic. I’m here with you, so how could I not be?”

“It stays at 40 percent for a while longer, no matter what you say.”

“Tsk.”

She smiles just that tiniest, little, imperceptible bit. “What I meant was, are you happy with your group? You told me what happened to your bond and to your friends, the twins, so I wondered if you wouldn’t be happier not having to deal with it all.”

“Even with all that happened, I wouldn’t just leave them behind.”

“Is that so?”

“Yes.”

“Good, but remember. Even if everyone is gone, if everything breaks, I will be here.”

“I know, Vic. I trust you.”

“Truly trust me?”

“What a dumb question.”

With that, her smile becomes more noticeable, and she leans closer and squeezes my hand. “Then continue to trust me no matter what happens.”

There are many questions that form in my mind when she says that, but looking into her eyes, I push them all away and nod.

 







 

Melek only appears once everyone is here, not as an illusion or projection, but in person. He walks onto a stage that rises up from the floor, smiling charmingly. Each of his steps is full of energy.

“Congratulations to everyone who’s completed the game! For you, it might seem a mere moment, a few short clashes, but it was a great show for our audience! And that’s just the live streams. Once we get to editing, the finished product will be that much better. Oh, all of the emotions we’ll be able to get out of it!”

Barely any of the remaining participants have any reaction, and there’s only around 50 or so of us left now. Though I can’t really tell if it’s a high or low number.

Melek doesn’t let it bother him at all. “But I’ve decided to change things. To spice them up a little and speed things up ahead of schedule. I hope you don’t mind… well, what am I saying, of course you don’t mind.”

He stops walking and straightens up with his mana rising up around him dangerously. “Let’s say there were some changes and outside pressure that has forced even someone like your favorite face of the Game to adapt. Oh yes, even someone like me.” He shakes his head, but then, as if it were nothing, pulls all his mana back within himself.

“You have one day. Rest, meet with your team, choose a nice outfit, as it might be the one some less fortunate among you die in. In your place, I wouldn’t rely on the Crescent Lifeline bracelet too much during the last game. Those fucks were one of the first ones to run away,” Melek chuckles.

Coughing once and fixing his suit, he says, “Before the last event starts, you will be present at a dinner with all our precious spectators that have stayed, the most generous donors, and such who wanted to see you in person. Behave, be nice to them. Allow them to see up close the people they’ve spent months watching before the Game and during it, and then… may the best one win as they wade through the blood of their opponents to claim the reward.”

 







 

Selene is alone when we return to our room. Her colleagues are nowhere to be seen, and neither is the vyssari advice guy. There’s also no sign of the promised new members of our team, which we were told would grow the deeper we go into the game.

It is just a panicked Selene, barely hiding her fear.

We learn she has stayed only under threats, and as soon as she’s done with us, she will be gone. Like many of the rich or powerful, she will be escaping this planet. Its Absolute is already gone, and so are all of the Champions and most of the organizers, leaving behind a skeleton crew to keep this Game running.

The rumors are spreading already, and soon panic will ensue as the rest of the population learns about the escapes. Just like Selene, they won’t know why or for what reason, but they will try to escape, and apparently, not long after, a mass evacuation will take place through the creation of portals to nearby moons and planets.

 







 

With Selene gone, it’s just me and Vic. We didn’t keep the selari woman for too long, and with tears in her eyes, she thanked us while leaving quickly, with over 20 hours remaining before the last event.

I found a few recording devices in our room and on our clothes. There are also a few tracking marks, as well as the marks Selene applied to our heads while working on our haircuts.

There’s no way she made them, as they are way, way too impressive. They were drawn over her fingerprints, which she pressed against our skulls when she was working on our hair. Some of them serve as trackers, while the others are much more sinister, though I see through all of them, and I’ll remove them in a few hours once I think Selene is off the planet.

We’re being spied on, and so was she, so she couldn’t warn us. It is possible she wouldn’t have warned us at all, but I can’t judge her too harshly. There’s a high chance she’ll still be killed to get rid of evidence, but there’s nothing I can do about it.

I wonder when I’ll be strong enough to prevent these things from happening around me. When I can just notice it and immediately find the perpetrator without caring for the consequences. A Champion? An Absolute? Someone like Lissandra?

For sure not as I am now, even with all these new changes.

The rest of the time I spend talking to Vic. Just the two of us in a single room. Though this one’s much more luxurious than the last, with a nicer view of the desert, an oasis, and buildings in the distance. We talk about useless stuff, though it’s mostly her listening and me talking.

As we do, I watch the sky and count the number of ships I see rising up to leave the planet. Later, mass teleportations happen all over the planet, releasing such a humongous amount of mana that I can sense them even from here.

“What do you think?” my sister asks when there are just a few hours left for us to wait, and someone knocks on our door.

“I feel rested,” I answer.

She doesn’t even try to check if it’s true in my expression. When it comes to these things, we don’t lie to each other, and there is absolute trust.

“Good, one hundred percent it is,” she says, and standing up, I nod.

Both of us are dressed all in black, simple and beautiful clothes that manage to seem formal and casual all at the same time. This time, a crown made of mana floats over my head, and my rolled-up sleeves reveal the dense inscriptions I’ve drawn over my forearms with my blood, causing them to stand out strikingly against my pale left arm.

We exit the room, and before its doors close, I glance in one last time, looking through the huge window to the desert outside and the many lines in the sky drawn by escaping ships. Then I open my status.
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Other than the skill levels, there’s been one huge change to my body.

After evolving my Mana Physique to Mana Vessel, my mana stat grew as if the trait had either forced my body to change or clashed with the hyper-condensed mana of my ichor. Now the best stat is 500 points higher, and further doubled by my attribute upgrade.

 







 

Before the last game, we find ourselves, as Melek said, surrounded by spectators and other participants, all weaving together. Everyone talks to everyone, be it participants with other participants or spectators speaking with participants. Though there aren’t that many of them here either, each one that does remain is either very powerful, has an escape plan, or is straight up crazy.

My sister weaves into the crowd, talking to Yvaine, who then introduces her to Ignis, who seems even more impressive than when I saw him on screen. The combination of a tall, wild mora taken with the fact that he’s also an Absolute and a vessel of the Ruler of Greed just seems more threatening in contrast to the friendly feylith Yvaine.

Meanwhile, I rest on the railing of a balcony that opens to a huge crescent looking out over the open desert. There is a place where a building and a hallway once stood miles off in the distance, but now that building is entirely gone, and only a small portion remains. A patch of floor on which a pillar stands, and at the top of which rests the Fragment of Starless Sky.

Just like that.

Adrian seems more relaxed than most as he joins my side, casually sipping on some sort of drink, and also looks toward the fragment.

I am sure he is mirroring my feelings and observing them, but who knows what he actually gets out of it all that leads him to say, “Have you ever heard of Project Sundial?”

“A little,” I nod.

“Let’s say I was always a fan.” His eyes harden as he pours the drink over the balcony and watches it fall toward the sand while smiling. “But that’s between us, for once the tutorial is over. For now, do your best. Do you want to hear behind-the-scenes information?”

“You already know the answer.”

“Obviously.” He smiles and once again looks at the fragment. “The Fragment of Starless Sky appeared here ten days ago with a simple message stating that it was to be used as a reward in the Game, and that only the victor would be able to decide what to do with it. Other than that, the message only said that it could not be moved or taken by anyone else.”

“How interesting.”

“Isn’t it? There were Absolutes invited by this planet’s Absolute that came to look at it, maybe even to take it for themselves. Yet no one did. Every one of them who saw it refused to even touch it and left this planet as quickly as possible.”

Adrian takes a step back from the railing and walks away without saying anything else. I watch as he joins Envy, who greets him warmly, and, noticing my gaze, the lumoran waves at me.

Taking my eyes off him and Adrian, I turn back to the fragment in the distance.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Hey hey, do you remember this side story https://www.royalroad.com/fiction/64916/hell-difficulty-tutorial/chapter/3444325/side-story-non-canon-a-nya-to-remember ?



Well, I also commissioned art for the plush owners, and that art is completed. Now, even you can bask in its glory.

It shows Biscuit and Ruby, heavily inspired by the side story that is, as I like to remind you, non-canon!

[image: image]

 

Anyway, have a nice weekend!





Discord and Patreon plugs:

Patreon (45 chapters ahead) - https://www.patreon.com/cerim

Discord - https://discord.com/invite/s5ARCv7kfG



                



Chapter 866 - Fragment of Starless Sky


                There are way too many people here for me to even think about spending the mental effort to take note of them all. Plus, Adrian’s words still weigh heavily on my mind. He said it all so simply, yet that’s something I’m sure he’s entirely capable of doing.

Project Sundial… the only reason I know anything about it is curiosity, if I remember correctly, it was a doomsday plan some crazy guy concocted back in the Cold War? A plan to bury hydrogen bombs underground, and in the event it seemed like America was going to lose, the idea was to set them off and theoretically destroy all life on Earth? One last, spiteful declaration that if we don’t survive, then you won’t be alive much longer to enjoy your victory either.

So I watch Adrian as he chatters away over there, so easygoing. He must know my emotions. He must know what little effect such a warning has on me, yet he said it anyway. Just to make fun of me, or to annoy me. He doesn’t even bother trying to pretend in front of me anymore, much less play the part of Earth’s savior.

Does it feel like a relief for him to be able to show this side to someone? Or does he not care for words, continuing to believe that his actions will show his true intentions all on their own, a sentiment I strongly agree with? Is this just his way of making fun of the younger generation, mixed in with a hint of truth?

And could I fight and defeat him right now if I actually went for it?

Taking a deep breath, I quickly calm myself down and bring my mana back under control.

“Mind if I have a word with you?” a soft voice sounds by my side. I turn toward it to face Felix Maro. One of the disciples of the Ruler of Temperance, and someone who started his own journey in Beyond two thousand years ago. He is a lumoran, with half of his body tinted pitch black as his race usually is, while the other half is covered in pale blue crystals. Though his look more like vitiligo rather than actual crystals growing out of him, resembling some sort of skin condition.

“I don’t mind,” I say.

He smiles gently and gestures for me to follow as he begins to walk. With incredible ease, he forms a barrier around us, the kind meant to prevent anyone from listening in on our conversation.

“I have spoken with my master, and if needed, he will manifest through me,” he says simply, as if it were trivial. “The Ruler of Temperance will protect the planet, and my master, if necessary, will forcefully end your Beyond quest to send you back.”

“You won’t stop being mysterious and just straight up tell me everything?”

“I apologize,” he says, and his expression actually looks like he means it. “We aren’t supposed to interfere too much with the participants. Everyone here will wait until one of you gains the Fragment of Starless Sky and makes a decision as to what to do with it.”

“There’s only one person I can think of that would scare you guys so much that you wouldn’t break some informal rule of his,” I say.

Felix Maro smiles slightly. “Just be careful and keep an eye on your sister. I think she’s made a deal with a rather dangerous person.”

The disciple of the Ruler of Temperance then gives me a slight bow and walks away to rejoin Yvaine in conversation before heading off to speak with the other participants.

Meanwhile, I move around the room. I give myself a few moments to observe Euris, the bear man, and the thylarin array specialist, noticing that they’re also talking with their own people.

Envy, Yvaine, and Felix Maro seem to represent the three main factions, each with a different goal that ultimately rests heavily on whoever wins and gets their hands on a fragment.

I am sure Vic has a plan too, and watching her, I find it strange that I don’t know what it is. I know she can’t tell me right now, not without someone spying, and I don’t need her to tell me anyway, I trust her completely. Yet, it is a reminder that she’s also been going through the tutorial, meeting people, and planning things out on her own. There are a few things I think she’s likely to be focusing on, so I spend some time thinking about them as well.

I grab a few snacks and spend an hour having a conversation with a friendly vyssari who introduces himself as Prince Kip’s uncle. He laughs and tells me he has been donating to us, explaining that there were apparently efforts by others to place negative effects on me and Vic, but there was also an option to bid higher to ensure those effects weren’t applied.

We then somehow get into an argument over which mana attribute is truly the best. He strongly defends Potency, while I fight for my beloved Amplification.

Soon, it even comes down to an exchange of insults as we each put down the other’s opinions, but none of it feels ill-spirited. He seems to be having a lot of fun with our conversation, too.

After a few drinks, I get him to show me a photo of Prince Kip from when he was a baby vyssari, and indeed, every young vyssari reminds me of how Zant looks. It’s as if whatever Ruler created the vyssari race by imbuing them with wyvern blood, intending to create mighty warriors, instead made a genetically superior race when it comes to the cuteness of their young.

During this entire thing, Melek continues to do his job, though he does so more and more half-heartedly. He’s still smiling and charming, but he continues to drink and grows much less patient as time goes on, not seeming to care if he’s insulting people or being cruel, as if his real personality were rising to the surface.

And when the time for the last game finally comes, he climbs onto the platform and bows deeply toward us all.

“Thank you all for participating in this shitshow sponsored by… well, fuck them too,” he smiles brightly and takes a deep breath. “It is indeed an amazing feeling to have something I gave so much of my life to turn into this sort of mess… this is trash.”

He looks at his palms and closes his hands into fists before opening them again. “I hope our precious spectators don’t mind my lapse in professionalism, and if you do…” Melek looks over at Envy, Felix Maro, and even the vessels in attendance, and smirks, “Well, fuck you too, in particular.”

As he slaps his palms together, the lights flare up behind him, creating beams that reach the sky as dawn draws closer and closer. There are small particles of sand floating in the air, glittering beautifully, causing them to look like stars glinting in the night sky.

“Why don’t we start then?” Melek says, pointing toward the pillar miles away in the distance. “I had a beautiful game planned, but why bother? Let’s make it simpler, more brutal, more enjoyable to watch, shall we? The objective is simple: go. Rush the fragment. Kill everyone in your way to get to it, or give up and run away.”

The selari Melek starts unbuttoning his shirt. Then, taking off his jacket, he throws it away, pulling the shirt down as well to reveal a muscular and heavily scarred body.

“I went over the rules, and there’s a clause that allows me to make such changes, and I don’t believe that person is going to mind either. After all, the fragment must be earned. And hey, if I get to screw over the plans of some of you assholes, why not? Go against that person’s direct order and try to take the fragment before the Game ends. But I bet you won’t.”

Like heat over a flame, mana starts rising up around the face of the game. It coils around him, washes over him, and pulses in waves. The sheer size of it continues to grow as he ramps it up, letting his mana heart go wild.

It is a disgusting amount of mana from a man who, as I have learned, refused to become a Champion because of how much he enjoyed stomping his lessers into the dirt, without being overwhelmingly more powerful than them.

He’s already been the face of the game for two hundred years, and he himself won the Game before that.

“This is the most live viewers The Games have ever had, by more than double. There are even some individuals running a pirate stream outside, so why don’t we give them something fun to watch? You’ll have to kill me to get to your prize. You will be starting in ten seconds.”

With that said, Melek jumps high into the air, and by releasing a huge amount of mana like a booster, he pushes himself toward the pillar in the distance at high speed, remaining floating in the air near it.

The countdown starts, a count that everyone’s keeping in their head.

Most of the spectators at this point have cleared the scene, leaving just a few people waiting behind. Some of the remaining ones lift themselves high into the air, and the tension increases. The sides that seemed somewhat neutral now eye each other, looking as if they might start fighting at any moment.

The bear man, Euris, and the thylarin array woman get ready, as do the remaining two dozen participants who haven’t already fled.

And then there’s me and Vic.

Though I’m breathing calmly, I feel my heart begin to race, and my focus sharpens. There’s that tingle at the tips of my fingers and a feeling like cold water starts enveloping me, the kind that almost forces your body to shake, not out of fear, but out of a desire to take action.

The countdown continues, and at the last second, someone shoves a table nearby. In the silence, the glass shattering on the floor sounds like a gunshot.

The entire podium explodes under the bear man’s telekinesis, and two of the participants who are unable to press back against his skill get compressed into a ball of flesh and bone. The bear man swings his arm, further annihilating the podium and throwing the others aside.

Before he can do more, Euris emerges from a shadow nearby and takes a calm step toward the bear, who notices him and releases everything against the man cloaked in shadow. All of it fails to do much of anything, almost as if his attack were simply sliding off his opponent, and in response he launches even more attacks in quick succession.

Disruption, projectiles, attempts at teleportation, but all fail to do anything, and the bear man slides into a form of body strengthening that shatters the area around him with the excess power. Yet even then, he fails to keep up with Euris, who stabs his dagger through the bottom of the bear’s chin and through the top of his head, killing him on the spot.

In the next moment, Victoria crashes into him, and he swings his red dagger to defend himself.

Meanwhile, with a boost that shatters what remains of the podium, I launch myself into the air at high speed, targeting Melek.

I spin in the air to avoid the projectiles tracking me and disrupt them with a single powerful pulse. I see that the thylarin woman is building an array, but I focus on it with my eyes, taking it over and weaving my own around it as I continue to expand it. She attempts a few times to take back control, but I track her location, ignore the multiple illusory versions of herself that she’s placed, and find her real body.

Through her remaining connection to the array, I send one of my orbs, and the area around her explodes into a huge ball full of thermal energy that burns a few of the other participants nearby.
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I don’t even bother forming a lance, instead, I use my usual super-dense mana javelins, each of them heavier than myself and boosted by kinetic energy. I don’t hold back at all as they shoot out at supersonic speed, one after another, cracking and breaking barriers to catch up to the speedier participants.

A few explosions crash against the barrier I’ve raised. Someone gathers power for a large-scale attack, but I just throw more mana at it, making my barrier so strong that it cuts off all sound to the outside while the attacks merely ripple across its surface.

Floating there in the air, I use my eyes to track each and every one of them, bombarding them with similar attacks of my own, just with vastly more mana.

The longer I fight, the more I let myself go wild, channeling it into my skills and turning the desert around us into a landscape filled with craters. Primordial lightning barely ripples across my barrier. Nearly all mana based attacks get disrupted or turned against their owners, and my projectiles don’t stop raining down as I refuse to let anyone approach the fragment.

At one point, the remaining participants join forces against me. There are five of them, all Absolute candidates. They launch their attacks at the exact same spot and try synchronized disruption attempts, but it’s all for nothing.

I already targeted the participants with primordial energies first. Now, all who remain are forced to use mana-based attacks, powerful as they may be.

I let them feel my frustration from having to hold back and endure this shitty game. I don’t move a single inch from the spot, removing them one after another, taking over their attacks, breaking their barriers, and rendering all their mana completely useless in my presence.

And when they are gone, I float there, hanging in the air, pulling all the stray particles of mana in the area toward me and feeding them into my spinning mana crown.

With a boost of kinetic energy, I launch myself like a rocket toward Melek, who’s still floating in the air. My barrier is gone now, as I pull it all close over my skin to create a constantly shifting defensive layer.

The face of The Games smiles, spreading the arms of his scarred body wide as his mana radiates outward with incredible pressure. In quick succession, three attacks slam against me, each of them powerful enough to erase a city, and each one lights up the dawning desert.

But I don’t even try to disrupt them, I just let them hit me. I block his projectiles and fight against the pressure attempting to disrupt my own mana. Just like him, I let my mana rush out as I face my fellow Amplificator, someone like me with his own bottomless well of mana, allowing him to launch bombardments of his own.

My mana is like a torrential wave, while his is like a firestorm. They become visible as they meet in the air.

But where he is reaching his maximum output, I continue to dish out more. Where he begins to have trouble channeling it all, I’m only getting started, and my mana sweeps his away, suffocating his pressure as I reach him.

Instead of continuing to fight me this way, he coats his body in defensive barriers and uses a powerful form of reinforcement.

I match him by reinforcing my body and weaving mana together with kinetic energy. I duck under his attack, then, despite the sheer amount of information my mind is currently being forced to handle, I use my eyes to read the frequency of his barrier, and my own resonates to match it perfectly.

My fist hits his face, and he staggers back. Boosting myself ahead, I catch a punch he throws my way, punch his face again, and then, with a burst of speed, I do it a third time.

Melek staggers back, releasing his mana in a wave of pressure that blows away tons of sand and cuts into my barrier, but I step through it. I strengthen my body further, punching him multiple times over. He sways and plants his feet, letting out a battle cry as he charges at me.

After letting one of his hits land against my barrier, uselessly rippling against it, I punch back at him again. His jawbone tears away from his face with the force of the punch as he staggers and falls to the ground, trying to keep himself conscious. Even now, he is chuckling and pressing himself to stand up. Not for a moment does his mana stop moving, still trying to attack me as it rages around us.

Looking down at my bloodied fists, I say, “I’m sorry, I thought you would be stronger.”

A glow of mana appears on the tip of his finger as if he means to write something, but then he just stops, holding his finger there. Instead, he turns to the camera drone in the distance and bows.

Then he explodes, releasing all the mana he’s been gathering for who knows how long in a fraction of a second. It is an explosion destined to spread for miles and miles across the area.

I grab it all, usurping the flood of mana and pressing it into a compact space. It vibrates and fights to be released, but I keep pressing and pulling it toward me. I move my hands together with my palms facing each other, and between them, I hold all of that mana in the stable form of a tricolored orb.

Then I break it apart, pulling it into the whirlpool that is the crown over my head, and boost myself toward the pillar where the Fragment of Starless Sky rests. There is no one else left to fight me for it. Even the remaining spectators move closer, some on the ground, others floating nearby.

Stopping there, I don’t reach out to touch it, choosing to wait instead.

“Take it. Give the fragment to me, Nathaniel,” Yvaine says, and just from her speech, I know it’s Ruby talking through her.

She moves closer, but even she refuses to grab the fragment.

The sound of soft steps echoes on the sand as Victoria makes her way toward me, holding the glowing red dagger Euris once owned. She taps my shoulder and gives it a soft squeeze that means more to me than a minute-long hug from anyone else.

“Nathaniel!” Ruby calls to me.

I look her in the eyes, and whatever is in mine instantly silences her.

Victoria then places her hand on the fragment and takes it, but she doesn’t take it for herself.

My sister stabs her hand into the middle of her chest and pulls out a small, tiny orb that gives off no energy signature at all. All of the figures remaining here move closer, but they wait for the victor’s decision as Victoria squeezes the orb and throws it to the ground.

In the next moment, a tear appears in space, and two figures step out from it.

A replica of the Last Elf smiles brightly as he looks over everyone present and moves his red hair out of his face. The other figure is entirely covered in a cloak.

“As per our deal,” Victoria says.

“As per our deal,” the elf confirms, nonchalantly taking the fragment from her.

His body then moves as quickly as a striking snake as he stabs his hand through the chest of the cloaked figure, burying the fragment within its torso.

The figure’s cloak falls away, revealing an old man, and all my attention is pulled to the blood flowing from his chest. Then I notice the dozens of Fragments of Starless Sky embedded all throughout his body alongside dense inscriptions, and blood flowing from fresh wounds around the fragments. And that blood is Empyrean Ichor, incomparably purer than mine.

At that moment, the Last Elf declares, “By the power of the Empyrean bloodline bound within this system-defying vessel, with every shattered fragment finally unified in one frame, and through the culmination of millennia of labor, I awaken he who once stood among the mightiest.”

The dawning sky turns a shade darker, as if the stars are being drained of their radiance.

“Awaken, Godking. Awaken Starless Sky.”

            


Chapter 867 - It could have been much worse


                “Have it your way,” Ruby says, and she swings the hand of the body she’s possessing, causing a great rift to tear itself open in space. From inside it, a pair of hands pierces through, grabbing the edges of the rift and spreading it wide so the herald of destruction can pass through.

The Ruler of Wrath looks around. A huge, muscular velnar wearing white clothes, reminiscent of a Greek toga that reveals a large portion of his upper chest and arms. Everyone in the space seems to freeze, and even the Elf stops for a moment.

Meanwhile, Ruby’s presence disappears, and Yvaine shakes her head, clearly strained from her master using her to create a portal to teleport a person as powerful as Wrath, though it seems like Ruby has other things to do now.

Seeing the man covered in the fragments, and feeling the incredible, unnerving power radiating off him, the Ruler of Wrath growls. His body increases in size, enveloping itself in black fur as he turns into his Lycan form.

Then, from the silver diadem he was wearing, a layer of that same silver metal of that same silver color flows as if it were molten. It burns him, releasing steam and heat, and the Lycan grows larger as the armor covers his body. 

It’s made of a beautiful, pure silver-colored metal comprising the best work of art I’ve ever seen, and yet it remains completely functional.

“So they gave him Materia. Envy, call upon our friend, we need to distract Wrath,” the elf says, raising a barrier around us.

And even under the barrage of attacks beginning to rain down on him, Envy finds the time. Smiling, he takes down one of the crowns hanging over his head and breaks it, funneling all of its mana into a portal opening in front of him.

A demon steps out much like Wrath stepped out of the rift. He has no horns, in fact, they seem to have been sawed off, and inside of his chest, five powerful Demon hearts beat.

With a swing of his hand, a massive release of kinetic energy blasts the Ruler of Envy away, and then the Hornless Demon, without hesitation, charges the Lycan. Their first clash almost breaks the Last Elf’s barrier as they move like unpredictable lightning streaking through the sky, and their attacks push away the clouds and light up the dawn.

An attack thunders through the area around us, entirely destroying everything in its path, only to be blocked by the newly reinforced barrier raised by the Last Elf. It is perfectly spherical and covered in what seems like incredibly dense rivers of meandering lines that almost seem to pass through each other, twisting and covering the entire surface.

Another attack clashes against it, but then Yvaine moves back as Envy attacks her. Immediately, Bant and Oant move to help her, and the three of them face down the Ruler of Envy in a clash so fast that it takes them dozens of miles away in mere moments, covering the horizon in attacks reaching high toward the sky.

Ignis frowns, and four wings made of fire manifest behind his back. Then he pulls a sword made of rusted red metal from his forearm. The heat around that sword is much higher than the heat around his wings, and droplets of molten metal begin to drip off it as he prepares to attack the barrier. But at the last moment, he turns to deflect a beam made of pure mana, as it crashes into him and sends him crashing to the broken ground.

Adrian floats there in the air, his red figure covering the sky behind him, wielding a staff and sword.

Flames blast from Ignis like a river crashing towards the sky, and Adrian takes it all on directly.

Out of nowhere, Yvaine appears in front of the barrier and slams her palm against it in the exact same moment that the elf notices her and slams his palm against the same spot from the inside.

Reality itself around the barrier seems to crack, as rifts start appearing all over the place, and Yvaine attacks the barrier again and again, failing to break it each time. Before she can do more, Envy reaches her position and, moving with much greater speed, kicks her away, sending her flying with a loud sonic boom. He launches himself away to follow her, and behind him, Bant follows, with Oant nowhere to be seen.

A huge explosion brings my attention to the other side, and I watch a chunk of the planet we’re standing on explode, sending hundreds of fragments of debris and rocks rising so high that they fly directly into outer space. 

Another clash in that direction reduces half the debris to dust, with just the shockwaves washing over the barrier, blowing all the sand away under hurricane force winds, obscuring any view of the battlefield and erasing anything still standing nearby.

Four kinetic hearts beat in unison as the Hornless Demon faces the Lycan, but he’s clearly getting pushed back and is unable to do anything against the materia armor the Lycan is wearing. Meanwhile, the Ruler of Wrath grows stronger, as each of his attacks actively destroys the planet we are standing on.

Yvaine’s voice spreads through the area, calling upon the Ruler of Wrath, and he glances our way. And in response, the Last Elf presses both of his hands against the barrier just as the Lycan, in his werewolf-like, pitch-black furred form, reaches us. His golden eyes glow as he slams against the barrier, and everything beyond the barrier is instantly gone. A shockwave with the force of a hurricane blows everything away, and a clear ring vibrates through the air as the shockwave blows away all the clouds as well.

Then the Lycan punches again, and cracks finally start to appear in the barrier. The sheer force of the attack melts the area under the friction caused by his absolute strength, and the tectonic plates beneath us begin to move.

Another strike sees a lot of its force redirected upward, displacing enough atmospheric pressure to instantly create a localized supercell storm. Heavy rain and lightning begin to fall in a violent downpour as the Lycan reaches out to punch again, but the Hornless Demon reaches us just in time and slams against him, pushing the Lycan’s face straight into the ground.

The demon is already heavily wounded, missing chunks of his chest, neck, and arm, yet he’s still smiling. For a while, he continues to use all his strength to press the Ruler of Wrath into the ground until the Lycan roars, his form growing even further, and the materia armor shifting to contain that massive form, once again burning him and steaming as it does so.

With a smile, the Hornless Demon disappears, and the Lycan follows right behind him, completely ignoring the barrier behind them.

The rain wets the craters around us as the elf slides to the ground, seemingly sapped of strength after defending against that brief attack from the Ruler.

I step toward Victoria, both of us reduced to mere spectators. There’s not the slightest thing we can do to change the outcome, only watch and take it in. Feeling something being pressed into my hand, I look down, only to see the glowing red dagger.

“I have no need for it,” she says.

“Thanks,” I reply.

And then, from the stormy sky, descending from the dark supercell storm, a figure begins to float down. A high-pitched noise fills the air as a halo woven from the purest form of light starts to float over his head, expanding in size until it is a mile wide. Beneath that light floats Felix Maro.

No, that’s not him, not this time, it’s his master, finally. 

The Ruler of Temperance, Feroy, lifts his hand, and a bright light gentle enough not to burn the eyes fills the area, pushing away the darkness and illuminating the scene with the full light of day as he lands before the barrier.

First, he looks at me and Victoria, then at the elf, and lastly at the older man with his pure Empyrean Ichor and fragments of the Starless Sky imbued throughout his body.

“What a mess you’ve made,” he tells the Elf, and then, with a single tap on the barrier, he easily shatters it into a burst of particles reminiscent of glowing stars.

Before he can take the next step, something falls onto the ground in front of him, and I track his eyes only to recognize Yvaine’s head.

“I got rid of the pests so they can’t interrupt us anymore,” Envy says, landing nearby with a smile. Dusting off his damaged clothes and ignoring his wounds, he glances into the distance where Adrian is still barely holding off Ignis.

Temperance simply lifts his arms, and a brilliant light explodes from them. It moves too quickly even for someone like the Ruler of Envy to avoid, erasing everything in its path when it eventually explodes. The next moment, Envy reappears further away. Having barely escaped with almost the entire left half of his body missing, he collapses to the ground, chuckling.

“It is too late. It has been for a while,” the replica of the Last Elf says.

“I know,” Temperance nods, his eyes fixed on the man holding all the fragments. “We underestimated your ability to keep Patience and me from helping any sooner.”

Without saying anything else, he swings his arm and, in a flash, entirely erases the body of the replica of the Last Elf in a pillar of light.

Turning to me and Vic, he says, “The two of you should already be gone.” Under his gaze, I feel as if someone has strongly pulled on a rope tied to my waist, and I feel myself falling until I land on the ground somewhere else entirely.

The last thing I see is all the fragments of the Starless Sky melting and covering the man in what seems like liquid darkness with a velvety texture and a hint of indigo color. His shape changes entirely, becoming longer, bigger, and less reminiscent of a human.

In a blink, all the light disappears from the sky as far as I can see, even suffocating the light that Feroy brought. Instead, it is replaced by a velvety indigo veil void of stars, and the planet begins to freeze.

The next thing I see is Ruby in front of Victoria. The Ruler stands in such a way that I immediately push myself back to my feet and walk closer, causing Ruby to shift her eyes and look at me.

“Why?” she pushes through her teeth as she asks my sister.

“Starless Sky will protect Earth from any outside forces for the next hundred years, be it invaders, Rulers, Gods, or Corporations, leaving us to deal only with internal strife. That will give Nathaniel and me a safe base to grow stronger until we’re ready to handle those threats ourselves or create a more permanent solution,” Victoria says simply.

“You did it for that? If you only knew who you’d just helped to bring back, you’d realize just how lucky you are that I haven’t destroyed you where you stand,” Ruby says. She then does not even wait for Vic to answer and waves her hand, sending my sister away.

Standing there, she takes a deep breath and closes her eyes in a way that makes it clear she is already dealing with something else. It is likely the distraction that did not allow her and Diligence to come here in the first place. When she looks at me, I return her gaze without looking away.

“Do you not trust me, Nathaniel?” she asks me.

“Ruby, you allowed Adrian to return to Earth,” I remind her.

That silences her for a moment, so I smile weakly. “Tell me, would you protect Earth the same way Victoria just made a deal to ensure? Or would you have allowed things to get worse just to force me to grow stronger, to become a better weapon?”

Even then, she stays quiet, and I nod slightly. “I don’t blame you, truly I don’t. Such is your greed. But don’t expect me, or us, to adapt to your needs and goals. I care very little for them.”

“And what will you do if your sister makes a mistake? What if it only makes things worse?” she asks.

“I will support her even then.”

“There is something deeply twisted about your attachment to her. That sick, blind devotion where you would surrender your entire free will just for her.”

“Victoria sacrificed herself for me. She became who she is now just so I could live as myself. It’s a debt I’ll never be able to repay, and it’s the exact reason I will never again be as weak and helpless as I was back then.”

“…Do whatever you want.”

“I will. And Ruby, don’t you ever threaten my sister again.”

 







 

POV The Warden of Parallax Eyes, Kyralon

The warden sits on his tower, taking notes for his records with his eyes hazed over as he watches through the galaxies. Next to him, an unmoving projection of the Ruler of Greed sits, shut down because she doesn’t currently have the mental capacity to talk with everything she’s dealing with. Kyralon knows this, so he patiently waits and observes.

He watches as Lissandra Hawthorne steps onto the surface of Xyphos, and with a single step that collapses space in front of her, she reaches one of its many entrances.

Before entering, however, she looks up.

Her eyes perfectly align with the gaze of the Warden of Parallax Eyes, and she gives a smile. “Honestly, I find your gaze annoying, curious one, but I do feel a sense of familiarity from you. Your technique and the way you use your mana. I’m curious to know if you weren’t a disciple of my original self.”

She takes another step, and right before entering the Labyrinth, she says, “Though I have to say that I find your use of my techniques highly lacking.”

And then she is gone, and in that moment, the planet begins to be enveloped by the white domain of one winged wyvern, and thousands of tutorial attendees begin to appear all across the surface.

The velnar stops his scribing for a moment and examines his own technique, even giving a little chuckle before continuing to write.

Finally, the Ruler of Greed’s projection begins to move, and she lets out something between a long groan and a sigh. “This almost killed me and Diligence, Kyralon. I am beginning to tire of all this crap.”

“I can imagine,” he says, before asking with genuine curiosity, “I think I got most of it, but can you tell me the details? I wasn’t able to fully comprehend everything.”

She looks at him with a gaze that threatens to turn into anger, but in the end, she just shakes her head. “One of the Godkings, Starless Sky, is back. I knew the elf always wanted to awaken one of the gods the elves once worshipped, and even I thought about trying something similar and throwing one of the stronger ones up against Pride, but the elf got to it before me. Now the system has adapted to it, so that’s that.”

“Yvaine… I’m sorry for what happened to her,” Kyralon says.

Ruby nods solemnly. “She knew the risks, and I told her to leave, but she always was stubborn. But… yes. I will mourn her later, just as Diligence will mourn his vessel. And I’ve already found the place Envy’s holed himself up in, so you can be sure I will avenge my disciple. But the exact moment Victoria Gwyn handed the fragment to the elf, it was already too late to stop the awakening. They all should have escaped and let Wrath cover their exit.” She rubs her eyes and sits there quietly.

The velnar nods and does not ask any more for a moment, giving her time to mourn.

He had already witnessed Starless Sky’s awakening, the reincarnator’s battle to hold off Ignis, and Envy’s bloody retreat. He saw the Hornless Demon vanish from sight and watched the Rulers of Temperance, Patience, and Wrath clash with the godking, only for the deity to break away wholly unscathed.

“Victoria Gwyn bears the stigma of Starless Sky now,” Kyralon says.

“She does.”

“Nathaniel Gwyn used the opportunity to gather blood samples of that extremely pure Empyrean Ichor from the descendant the Last Elf found.”

“He did. As angry as I am with him, I almost admire that greed. Little fucker.”

“And her imitation?”

“Simply put, she and the wyvern used the dagger to link themselves to the real Labyrinth of Xyphos. They hooked it up to the tutorial, starting with Group 4’s instance, before it bled out into the rest of the tutorial. The 11th floor has been replaced by the real planet that hosts the Labyrinth of Xyphos, which is still in the same place it always was, but it’s been spatially cut off from the real world, sitting right on the brink between the tutorial and reality. The imitation took inspiration from Beyond, and the wyvern created its own version of the Main Defensive Array of Beyond and has already spread the domain throughout the planet. And of course, it’s already begun calling for more wyverns.”

“Oh.”

“Yes, oh. All the people and all the Corporations that were on the planet at the time getting talnium to sell to Domus and other worlds or Corporations are now trapped in the tutorial as well.”

“OH.”

“And all the goddamn tutorial attendees currently on the 11th floor got moved to the real Labyrinth of Xyphos.”

“And her replica?”

“Well, she went into the Labyrinth of Xyphos, obviously. She wants to meet the avatar our master left there before the fall of Eladore and take her heart. You know that Xyphos only ever creates one avatar, a single replication of something. But this time it hasn’t acknowledged the imitation as the same being as our master. So you know what? It created an avatar of her as well, the moment she entered. Now there are three of them in there.”

“And this is what you and Diligence were able to limit things to?”

“Trust me, Kyralon. It could have been much worse.”

            


Chapter 868 - Quite a mess


                POV Kim Min-Jae

Kevin stops out of nowhere, and I pull up by his side. As I have so many times before, I get ready to fight, raising my mana and using [Telekinesis] to push my body to move faster.

But soon enough, I recognize the presence appearing ahead, and Maya walks out from around the corner.

With a happy shout that escapes my throat, I begin to rush toward her, but the cheer freezes in my mouth as I see her eyes. They are so cold and lacking any emotion.

Maya is covered in wounds and blood, as well as broken pieces of her tricolored [Armament]. She’s holding a short sword with a really wide blade and no tip, pointing it directly at me. It takes a few seconds for her eyes to register who I am.

“Kim?” she asks carefully.

“Yes, are you okay?” I ask, moving closer as she drops her weapon.

“Yes, I… Kevin?” she asks, furrowing her brows. “But you’re…”

“This is just easier for your feeble mind!” Kevin smiles, putting his hands on his hips as he looks at Maya. “Damn, maybe we should have waited for you to save us instead of hurrying to find you,” he chuckles.

Maya shakes her head, but she does not raise her weapon. She seems different from before, even as she exits her [Focus], if only a little bit. It’s difficult to describe. Maybe sharper?

“And just in time!” Kevin continues to smile, watching as a woman with silver hair steps out from one of the tunnels.

Nathaniel’s master, Lissandra Hawthorne. And her appearance here only makes my confusion worse and worse.

She tilts her head and, for a good five seconds, just stares at Kevin, who continues to smile back at her.

“So, that’s how it is,” she says in the end, and then gives a small, polite bow toward him.

“It seems so. You’ve made quite a mess, you know,” he tells her.

“Nothing that can’t be dealt with later.”

“I guess,” Kevin sighs, then adds, “I can make Kim and Maya forget, but you’re too powerful for me.” His tone grows more serious. “It cannot learn about me.”

“I understand,” Lissandra says. “I will erase my memories of you.” She begins to walk away, but before leaving, she adds, “Next time, do a better job at hiding.”

Then she is gone entirely, moving at such a speed that I cannot even track where she went.

“Have you ever seen a human as arrogant as her? And so confident?” Kevin watches the spot where she left and shakes his head. “I would really love to see Nat get to her level. I bet they would get along soooo well then.”

With a few steps, he comes to a halt in front of Maya. “While I don’t want to do this, this is important, Maya. Will you allow me to erase your memory of meeting me here?”

“You aren’t Kevin…”

“It is… complicated. Even words have their own power, and the more I say, the higher the chance it will learn, adapt, and evolve. I know you have no reason to trust me, but…”

“Even that woman agreed, and I don’t think I can stop you anyway, so just get on with it.”

Kevin smiles. “Maybe we’ll meet again one day. Thank you,” he says, gently tapping her forehead. The touch causes Maya to faint, and he carefully catches her, lowering her to the ground before turning to me in a quick movement.

“But you, I have to kill! You know too much, and you chew too loudly. A monster rather than a human!” he smirks, making a finger gun and pointing it right at my head. “And I hate you quite a bit, after all.”

Even with the heavy emotions swirling inside me, I chuckle.

Still pointing his fingers at me, he says, “I think I can break our rules a little bit, Kim. So I want to tell you that even at the very end, Kevin never blamed Lily, so stop forcing yourself to hate her in secret on his behalf. It doesn’t fit you.”

He takes a step forward. “And Nathaniel is not a better person than you. He’s not some miraculous, all-powerful, shining hero you need to admire. His burden is nothing to be envied, either. Kim, it is perfectly fine to be yourself.”

“Then what exactly should I do?” I ask him.

Kevin just smirks. “No idea.” He takes a final step, and the tip of his finger gun touches my forehead. “You’re a smart boy, so think for yourself. That itself is part of the process.”

“I guess I have to… figure it out on my own…” My final words trail off into a whisper.

“Do not start sobbing on me now that I’m leaving.”

“Who gives a crap? I am going to forget it all anyway.”

“That is the spirit,” Kevin chuckles. “Though your memories will disappear, some of the feelings will remain, so I want to tell you something.”

Immediately, I know what to expect, and right on cue, it comes. Kevin was always a huge fan of lame humor.

“You’re getting too tall. You need to lean down when you walk or something.”

“I’ll try, short king.”

“Tsk.” He continues to smile. It feels like he is the one who does not want this moment to end, stretching it out, but in the final second…

I shake my head, suddenly finding myself on the surface rather than inside the Labyrinth of Xyphos. I let my senses expand, searching for the Adjudicator. Maya is here as well, rising from the ground just like me as we look around.

Weren’t we escaping into the Labyrinth? Why are we now at a different place?

It seems that they’ve continued to track us or left someone to keep an eye on the area, so before I can think about whatever just happened, an Adjudicator lands nearby as if they’d been dropped from somewhere high in the sky, and Maya takes a step forward to face her.

Then another Adjudicator falls down. And a third. And a fourth.

Six of them appear all around us, beginning to charge.

I watch them all rush at us as I close my right eye, concentrating everything through my left. But then, as if someone suddenly switches off the lights, everything around us turns pitch black. I begin to plummet, and a second later, I crash into the sand, finding myself stranded on the desert planet once again, but the Adjudicators are all gone.

What just happened?

 







 

POV Nathaniel

From my position high in the air, I can tell this planet is different from before. If the few bits of information Ruby threw my way are to be believed, we’re on the real planet that holds the Labyrinth of Xyphos.

One question still remains: is the planet itself called Xyphos, is that why it’s the Labyrinth of Xyphos? Or does the planet have some other name, or does it have no name at all? Maybe Xyphos was just some random guy, and the Labyrinth got named after him.

But, as Ruby said, the planet has been entirely covered in a rather terrifying domain that I faintly recognize as belonging to the one winged wyvern. The planet itself feels bigger and hotter, though it’s hard to say for sure right now.

I just know that when I opened the Community tab to check on everyone from Earth currently chatting on the 11th floor, hundreds of messages popped up at once.

Tacita (Hell, Luce) -ヽ( `д´*)ノ

Uggard (Hell, Astrum) - I have no fucking idea what you mean by that, just type normally!

Iut (Hell, Casual Violence) - What happened? Why are there people from other tutorials around me?

Thelax (Hell, Astrum) - I was about to complete the floor quest, what is this crap?

Cutie (Hell, Unsupervised) - Wow, there are so many humans here now. Shouldn’t the floor be for our planet alone?

Randomlamename (Hard, Mostly Dead) - Stop attacking us, you idiots! Something clearly went wrong. Wait for the system message or something!

Six (Hell, Over-Budget) - I want to hurry to the next floor. I’ll make a custom high arcane item in exchange for the required talnium. You can find me on the hot side.

Savant (Hell, Alone) - Gwyn, what have you done?

I read the last one, deciding it must be meant for some other Gwyn somewhere in the tutorial.

Parsec (Hell, Company of Distinguished Individuals) - Quickly, search for people from Easy difficulty in the area and save them! They’re going to melt in these temperatures!

Lizzard (Hell, One) - Oh fuck, I didn’t think of that!

I quickly close the Community tab, rise high into the air, and send my scans sweeping through the area. Fixing on a group of ten people, I boost myself in their direction to potentially help, but I find it’s not necessary.

The group is being protected by a blue barrier projecting from a single orb in the center of their circle, so I open the Community tab again.

Fluffy (Easy, Land) - We’re fine! The moment we appeared here, a barrier surrounded us. Is this really an instance of Hell difficulty’s tutorial? Why are we all here?

Justagirl (Easy, Land) - We can’t leave the barrier. Is it really that hot out there? It looks hot. Please don’t break the barrier.

HeavySoup (Easy, Land) - There’s some sort of creepy human floating over us. Sir, please do not attack us.

Lord Pathaka (Easy, Land) - He is holding a glowing red dagger. I am getting worried.

I look down at the group and then at the dagger I hold in my hand. I remember being truly proud of my sister, momentarily awakening her inner loot goblin. And I’m even more so after checking its description and seeing it’s mid pristine grading.

I fly away from the group and expand my senses further as I search for Group 4. A few times, my senses clash against the perception of other people doing the exact same thing, but at this stage, we just ignore each other and pass on by.

There are also ships moving through the sky, and on the ground, I spot several structures that were never present in the tutorial version of this place. I’m sure there’ll be more of them soon. At least, that’s what Ruby said, mentioning that she and Diligence are working on it and have called upon some of the other Rulers.

But for now, I’m curious to learn about the other tutorials, and Victoria should be somewhere around here as well.

Further increasing my speed, I zip across the sky, observing hundreds, thousands, and likely far more tutorial attendees scattered all over the surface. Plenty of them are enclosed in barriers, likely those from Easy and Normal difficulty. Though I wouldn’t be surprised if that included most of Hard difficulty, possibly even all of it. That cockroach really made a massive mess of things.

I halt when a javelin passes by not far from me and continues to fly off into the distance. Quickly, I calculate the trajectory it came from and boost myself in that direction, ramping up my speed significantly.

I cross a massive area, covering dozens of miles, until I find a tower made of white rock jutting out of the desert. It’s a solitary building in a vast wasteland, though it seems to be abandoned and crumbling in places.

At the top of it, Tess stands, waving at me with a smile.

“You could have hit me,” I tell her as I land at her side.

“I sent a message in the Community, but I guess you stopped reading it.”

“There are too many messages. I’m waiting for people to calm down.”

“That won’t be happening anytime soon,” she says, gesturing to the landscape around us. “Any idea what’s happening? I just returned to the floor, and everyone had left our base. Before you ask, yes, everyone seems okay. I saw them in the Community.”

A notification that appears in front of me stops me from answering, and I read what it says.

 



There has been an unexpected occurrence, and the 11th-floor quest has been put on hold. I would like to ask everyone to stop moving, as it will be much simpler to note people’s locations that way.

Soon, everyone will be given an item to locate the other members of their group.

This notification should appear to all attendees, corporate members–whether in orbit or on planet–and everyone else present

I want to give a strong warning that hurting tutorial participants or interfering with their tutorial in any other way is heavily prohibited.

Lastly, this part of the message is for the one who’s set their domain over the planet. I appreciate you not hurting anyone present, though I know it to be a calculated move, and it would have brought more attention to you if you had.

I will be visiting you soon for a conversation, and I don’t mean combat.

- The Ruler of Diligence

 



I look up at Tess. “Saw it?”

“Yes. So, once again, Diligence is behind it all.”

I blink and look at her for the moment it takes me to realize that she’s joking. But as I think about it more, I come to the conclusion that Diligence probably hasn’t thought this through, or how the others might see this situation.

            


Chapter 869 - Corporate owned death desert


                While waiting for the notification that will hopefully give us our updated floor quest and the compass leading us to our other group members, we sit on top of the tower.

I still don’t know how I should feel. Am I happy with what just happened, or am I annoyed about only being able to watch? Maybe both? I also realize that just watching such high-level fights has forced my mind into overdrive, to the point that I was barely able to function other than keeping my body standing.

And as has happened many times before, I’m sure there were parts of the fight I wasn’t able to process. I glimpsed it, but that’s all.

At all times, they used their presences to pressure each other: attacks on natural domains, quick activations of something I like to call simple domains, and their mutual pressures within it. There was the invisible kinetic armor the Hornless Demon used, and the Last Elf’s barrier as it endured those incredible attacks. There’s just so much for me to think over.

Tess shoves my shoulder, bringing my attention back to her.

“Dennis and Aaron got ten million shards. Your work?” she asks.

“You could say that. I’ll be asking for 1 percent so they don’t think I’m a pushover. The rest they’d better spend wisely.”

“I don’t know, Nat, you could probably ask for more than one percent.”

“I was never good at negotiating and the like.”

“How interesting,” she continues to smile and turns away to look over the desert. “You’ve gotten thinner, you know that? Lost some weight. I can see it in your face somewhat, and the others will probably start to notice as well in the next few weeks.”

Curiously, I touch my face and look at my hands, but I don’t see it. Maybe it’s a case where you don’t see your own weight loss because you see yourself daily in the mirror, whereas someone else meeting you after weeks or months notices it right away.

The only reason I can think of, and the one that feels the most logical, is the current state of my body and the stat imbalance beginning to show outwardly. Well, not like it matters that much. If my plan goes well, it won’t be a problem for longer than a couple of years.

But to Tess, I answer with a simple shrug, which she accepts.

We stay quiet for a while, and I begin to replay the way Adrian fought in my mind. I don’t think he was as powerful as Ignis, but his [Mirror] and his use of empathy seemingly allowed him both to stay alive and to hold off a vessel of one of the Rulers.

But that creates a bit of a problem for me, he’s already stronger than I expected, and he’ll only have more time to grow before my tutorial ends.

Maybe things will change before then, and we won’t clash right after the tutorial as I expect, perhaps we’ll get a few more years of enduring each other on Earth. Though I suspect it would be too naive of me to expect him to let me grow any stronger.

There’s still a chance some arrogant part of him will continue to believe he can handle me and that he’ll simply grow stronger faster than I will. The problem will be what he does once he believes I’m at risk of overtaking him.

Knowing his personality, he’ll immediately turn into a spiteful little shit. I think Adrian is someone who can be reasonable, even try to act nice and generous when he thinks he’s fully in control. But once someone steps up against him, or if things don’t go his way, he’ll turn unpredictable and dangerous. As Ruby said, he’s broken, and everything he does is driven by pure inertia without him even realizing. His Project Sundial is just more proof of this, meaning that even if I kill him, things may still go to shit.

I could probably do some trickery with my subminds and hide some of my emotions to trick him into giving me more time, but he already knows that I’m capable of that, so he’ll already be careful about it.

More and more, it’s starting to seem like our clash is inevitable, and I think I feel relief about it. Because I really do want to kill the guy.

I despise the fact that some weird ass, thousand year old creep is roleplaying as an Earthling. I don’t care that he’s spent more years on Earth than me and Vic combined. I also don’t care that he could be useful in protecting it, Vic already took care of a big part of that. And I hate the fact that he betrayed and killed Lioren, as silly as that may be of me.

With Project Chestplate currently being worked on by Crimson Forge, the way I’m growing the Fragment of the Nameless… I mean the Mana Tree, and a few other preparations, I think I’ll have a chance, but it’s going to be costly. Still, even then, it should offer a new opportunity. A beautiful fuck you to the system and to a few others in particular.

Deciding that everything’s been going pretty well so far, I allow my legs to swing a little as I watch the extremely hot desert and a few ships belonging to some Corporation or other as they fly on in the distance.

A few times, I open the Community, but like before, I’m still being bombarded with thousands of messages. It has slowed down, though, which makes me wonder if the Community has been limited to a few messages per second.

I close the screen with a heavy sigh, staring out at the nearest floating hunk of corporate metal.

“Assholes,” I mutter, pointing at one of the ships.

Tess looks over, an eyebrow raised, but catches up maybe too quickly. “Are we starting an alphabet game? On top of a tower in the middle of a corporate-owned death desert? Sure.”

She just keeps her eyes on the desert below, her legs mimicking my rhythmic swinging. Tess doesn’t even blink. “Bastards. The whole board of directors.”

“Canyon,” I supply, pointing toward the deep, jagged crack cutting through the red dunes a few miles out.

“Dust storm,” Tess counters smoothly, nodding toward a swirling orange cloud in the far east.

“Erosion,” I say, rubbing my temples as I look at the bizarre rock pillars dotting the wasteland. “Those pillars look like they’re barely holding up.”

“Flats. The salt plains stretching out past the dunes,” she says, squinting against the light. “Glint. From whatever metal scrap heap is burying itself in the sand over there.”

“Hey, no double-lettering,” I grumble. “Heat. It is too hot here.”

“It is,” Tess says, giving up on the game and, by all possible rules, leaving me victorious. “But I’m too curious. Do you mind telling me how your expedition with ‘the boys’ led to all this?”

I give myself a moment to organize my thoughts, and as I go over all that happened, it quickly resolves into a ridiculous mess. But ever excited to see Tess’s reaction, I get started explaining everything to her.

Then, a few minutes later, I stop and stick out my chest proudly.

“Devil worshipers in the rookie city on the second floor?” she mutters.

“Yup.”

“Leviathan Fish?”

“Yup.”

“A Dhampir left broken after who knows how many deaths and resurrections, and drinking the blood of a dead god whose body serves as some sort of keystone they used to build the first floor of beyond?”

“Yup.”

“According to your words, the cool as fuck fight that almost ended in a draw, against Nyssa Volare?”

“Yup. Yup.”

“Lissandra hijacking your teleport to the surface and pulling you to the twelfth floor, and placing you in a mental training space, after which you’re still annoyed you didn’t endure a day longer?”

“I could have done it.”

“Sure you could. And then the Games, the Elf making an appearance, the resurrection of a long dead godking, and Lissandra, according to your words, finds herself unable to leave and go to Xyphos, so she drags the whole damn place to her instead. And now the wyvern is likely keeping us, the Corporations, and everyone else on Xyphos hostage while calling in even more wyverns.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised if a dragon showed up. I want to see a dragon one day, Tess.”

“I’m not saying I’m not interested. There’s something majestic to the way we perceive “fictional” dragons on Earth, and seeing one in the flesh…”

“See?”

Tess shakes her head and thinks it over, muttering, “But now your sister’s gone and done it. She must have been in contact with a replica of the Last Elf for a while, and he either persuaded her to join the Game or got really lucky with her choice to attend.”

“Her handler is probably sweating bullets right now,” I nod.

“One of the Rulers?”

“Nah, she got the Ruler of Greed at first, but quickly asked to change handlers, and now she’s working with some powerful Absolute.”

“Not too unexpected from her. And am I correct to assume that protection from the Starless Sky doesn’t apply to pairings?”

“I would say not, as it was more or less caused by an… Earthling. Don’t ask, I can’t tell you any more.”

“I won’t,” she nods, and then chuckles shortly. “Still, it’s a bit annoying to see Victoria, Christoph, and even you doing things that’ll influence Earth, while I’m just watching from the sidelines.”

“Right?” I nod. “But hey, you and the rest of the group are still going to have to get stronger.”

“How much stronger?”

I give it some thought and then look back at her. “Much stronger, I would say. I mean, other than Vic, Tacita, Savi, and Jean, there shouldn’t be anyone on Earth even close to your level.”

“Hmm, that should be more than possible. By the way, do you see her?”

“Yup, I’m surprised you can see her too. Your [Farsight] is weird. Shouldn’t it just allow you to see into the distance?”

“It evolved. It’s called [Telesthesia] now.”

“I have no idea what that means.”

“Me neither. We’ll have to ask Kim when we get to him.”

“Yup.” I nod, and alongside Tess, I watch as Tacita makes her way over to us, shielded by her field, not caring at all about the Ruler of Diligence begging for us to stay in one spot.

She moves with that signature, effortless ease, making her look like she was simply born to run. Every leap is mesmerizing to watch, like a seamless blend of a lethal apex predator, the instincts of human biology pushed to its absolute peak, and an almost childlike joy radiating from her entire being as she blurs across the desert. There’s no wasted effort or heavy breathing, just the terrifyingly smooth rhythm of her movements that blurs the line between lethal and pure joy.

I can safely say there’s a beauty to the way she runs.

Without so much as slowing down, Tacita runs right up the side of the tower and reaches the top, and her field disappears. There, she stops with a smile and waves. She begins to draw something in the air when she suddenly freezes and looks to my side.

Using everything I have, I weave kinetic energy and mana based reinforcement, and at the cost of damaging my own body, I grab the glowing red dagger.

Only a split second later, Tacita passes right through where it was. She then circles around and stops in front of me again with a furrowed brow, clearly unhappy, and keeps glancing at the dagger.

“You already stole a key from Lyraen and Tess. You won’t be getting the dagger.” I say.

Tacita looks confused, glancing over at Tess, who mutters, “I passed the information to her through Lily so she could steal the key.”

That causes me to look at the blonde next to me, who doesn’t seem sorry even for a moment and just gives me a lazy smile.

“It’s better if someone from Earth gets it instead of him,” Tess says simply.

A soft squeak brings my attention back, and I watch as Tacita steps closer. She is clearly torn, a silent battle playing out across her face, but between two of her fingers, she gently pinches the scruff of a golden baby ferret. 

The tiny creature looks like it just woke up, blindly squinting into the harsh desert light and letting out a yawn during which I see its tiny, cute pink tongue flick.

As if she absolutely cannot endure watching it, Tacita stretches out her hand, offering up the tiny baby ferret like a hostage for negotiation. Then, with her other hand, she points a demanding finger directly at the glowing red dagger.

            


Chapter 870 - Mid Pristine


                “You want to trade your baby ferret for a dagger? You think I’m dumb? If I accept, the ferret will just escape and return to you in a few days.” I stare at Tacita, who, at the last sentence, breaks eye contact and looks to the side.

With a sigh, I look at the ferret as it yawns once again and simply hangs there in Tacita’s hands. As the assassin girl moves closer, as if trying to push me into making the deal, the ferret flops around like a wet noodle.

“I think that’s what she actually wanted,” Tess agrees with me.

“Talk to her, make it a better deal for me,” I tell her.

“I can’t. She’s only really friends with Lily, if I get too close or push her too much, she will stab me.”

Not surprised by that answer at all, I don’t press the issue, and looking at Tacita, I shake my head in refusal.

So, instead, she moves closer and sits on the ground near us, placing the ferret on the floor, where it looks around curiously before jumping around in that cute way ferrets do.

Tacita, meanwhile, takes a piece of beautiful, plush red square cloth from her bag and puts it on the ground in front of her. Then, like some sort of magpie, she starts hunting for items in her backpack and draws even more from the many, many hidden pockets all over her outfit.

She lays five daggers on the impromptu sales mat. Three of them, each made of different metal and shape, and two of them are made of crystal. She puts out a brooch, multiple mana stones, some of them serving as data storage, and she takes off a really thin bracelet, one ring, and one earring, each of which I identify as goddamn low pristine items.

She ends up showing off a lot of stuff. It isn’t a massive volume, but there are plenty of small, valuable items, and most of them are pretty shiny and nice.

In the end, she also points at the key on her forearm that allows for passage to the 6th floor of Beyond, the same one as I have on my right forearm.

Looking all of this over, I glance at the dagger in my hand and reread the description. I even let Tess check it, watching how her eyes widen.



Veto (Mid Pristine) - Extremely sharp and near unbreakable, designed specifically to neutralize high-level threats, the blade emits a constant, soft red luminescence. When Veto punctures an enemy, it targets their active skills and locks down the last used skill. The target is prevented from casting or activating that specific skill until the effect wears off.



The ability is ridiculous, honestly. Sure, I can do similar stuff with disruption, but there are skills even I can’t disrupt if they’re activated within a natural barrier.

Taking into consideration the fact that it’s mid pristine, which should be the highest possible rarity to get while inside of the tutorial, and even then only in Beyond, during a Beyond quest, or with an extreme amount of luck, it’s easy to see how valuable it is.

Hell, if I wanted, I could sell it now for 7 million shards. Crafted items sell for 50 percent of their shop value, while items gained on the floors only sell for 10 to 20 percent. This means the dagger’s probably worth 35 million shards or something, just as ridiculous if I wanted to buy it from the shop.

Well, if mid pristine stuff were available in the system shop.

And I strongly suspect one thing, even though I haven’t tested it yet. I think Veto can be stacked multiple times. It would likely allow one to lock down multiple active skills.

Getting a grasp of system bullshittery and how these things work, I think the first skill is blocked for the longest. Likely minutes, or more likely seconds if your opponent were exceptionally powerful, and each blocked skill beyond that probably decreases the duration. But hell, even blocking a particularly important skill for 5 seconds could easily mean a very quick death in that level of fight.

Lastly, it’s mid pristine… I really still think that low pristine items are meant for people at the brink of being Champions or fresh Champions. Proper Champions get mid pristine, and more powerful ones upper pristine items. So, though the description might not sound like it, the rarity alone makes it scary. The system likes to do things like that. A simple description that might even be copy-pasted over a few different rarities, while the rarity represents a drastic difference in strength.

In the hands of someone as fast as Tacita, this dagger would be… terrifying, truly terrifying.

Watching her intently, I hold the dagger and outstretch my hand toward Tacita to let her read the description. I watch her eyes move from left to right multiple times, and similar to Tess, they widen.

The baby ferret meanwhile jumps over to us, climbs on my leg, and climbs up to my neck, where it presses against the skin over my collarbone. For a moment, I feel its tiny cold tongue and then warm breath.

Still looking at Tacita, I reach out with one of my hands and pet the ferret. Tess doesn’t even try to help, instead, she sits there and watches it all curiously. Though I suspect she already knows how this might end.

Weighing the dagger in my hand, I think things over once again.

Of course, I want to keep it. It’s just that amazing, and even if I didn’t actively switch my fighting style to match it, there are things I could probably learn from its effects. I already planned on stabbing myself to see how this particular skill lock works and if I could learn to defend myself against it, and I don’t think I’d give it out to anyone until I had a chance to experiment with it properly.

Still, I hate relying on items. I don’t want to change the way I fight, and I want to do these sorts of disruptions and skill lockings with my abilities only.

So, give it to Dennis? That could work, his preferred weapon is a combination of a dagger and a short sword. Or maybe I could hand it off to Tess and tie the dagger to some kind of shaft and turn it into a javelin. The problem remains: the sort of danger it would bring to anyone holding it. I could easily imagine a Champion killing either one of them just to get their hands on it. It’s just too valuable to go unnoticed. Even the crystal currently embedded in Dennis’s forehead is low pristine and presents a risk all its own.

Meanwhile, Tacita? I can imagine that lunatic getting away, even from a Champion if she wanted. I can also imagine her going unnoticed, and I can easily imagine her stabbing someone ten times before they even had a chance to notice, and blocking all of their active skills.

But I just keep coming back to the thought of just how great a match she and Veto are.

“Okay. Let’s do it like this,” I say, and pull the dagger back while scooping up the ferret and keeping my fingers moving so it can continue to attack them playfully.

Tacita fixes her sitting position and listens carefully, her eyes peeking from behind her messy brown hair.

“I want to experiment with the dagger, so I’ll keep it until the end of this floor. A week or two should be plenty of time, and if the floor continues for a month or so, I’ll keep it for a month.”

I pause, and she sits there, the most motionless I have ever seen her.

“After that, I will lend this dagger to you. Not give. Lend.” I emphasize that word. “If I ask, you will return it to me at any time and without complaints.”

When I look at her questioningly, she nods seriously.

So I continue, “I do not want your items in exchange. You will owe me, you’ll owe me a lot. But you know me, I won’t be too unreasonable when I come to collect. I also want you to promise that you will never use it against me or anyone belonging to me. Not even if you have a falling out with that person, or if they hurt you. You will never lift that dagger against anyone I consider to be with me.”

Tacita seems to get it, but I don’t think it’s enough, so my words become flatter and colder as I look into her eyes. “I really mean it. If you ever lift this dagger against someone like that, I will kill you.”

I do not threaten her further, and we look at each other in silence until she simply smiles and nods.

Tacita then points at the dagger, likely wanting to look at it for now, so I hand it to her. She takes it as carefully as a mother with her baby and turns and twists it, watching how the light reflects through the glow of the dagger’s blade. She swings with it, testing its weight, and at one point even sets it next to the other daggers and compares them.

Meanwhile, I grab the ferret with the fingers of both hands and lift it up in front of my eyes. The tiny creature has incredibly soft fur, and its body is surprisingly warm, and I can even feel taut muscle under its skin.

I shake it, but the ferret does not seem to mind, flopping around.

“Biscuit would be so happy to see you. I know you likely have nothing to do with that evil spawn of Satan ferret that saved Izzy, but you’ll probably end up looking similar. I wouldn’t be surprised if you were the same species,” I say, talking to it softly and watching as the ferret nibbles on my finger, surprisingly controlling itself well enough that it doesn’t even draw blood.

“I wonder,” I say. “You for sure aren’t native to the floor, as the tutorial wouldn’t have allowed you to move over. So maybe you were some sort of floor reward? An egg Tacita bought from the system shop?” I continue to swing with it, and slowly it begins to yawn, its eyes closing even as the tiny creature fights hard to keep them open.

As always, these sorts of thoughts make me wonder about what sorts of interesting adventures everyone else must have been having. Like Victoria’s meeting with the Last Elf, Tacita, and Savant, both clearing the floors on their own, and everyone else besides. In the end, I am not the only one having twisted floors like this.

When a shadow falls over me, I look up to see Tacita carefully placing the dagger nearby. She stretches out her hands and gently picks up the sleeping baby ferret while still being very careful not to touch me, then she tucks it inside her jacket.

The three of us wait, and I occasionally open the community to see how the conversation is trending. People there have mostly been theorizing about what the floor quest is going to be, with most seeming to think that we’ll probably end up being instantly moved to the next floor with reduced rewards. Most of all, the Easy difficulty guys seem to be excited, they’ve been talking to people from Hell. Now that they’ve found out that they’re safe inside their barriers, they don’t seem overly stressed.

Though I wonder what they’d think of the wyvern’s domain covering the planet. And I wonder what they would have thought then, knowing that the wyvern is at least as powerful as most of the Rulers, even a few of the weaker ones combined. Didn’t someone say it was as strong as the average dragon?

These people would probably be more scared after reading the message from Diligence stating that he means to speak with said Wyvern, especially since it could very well turn into a fight.

So far, I think the ant is just stalling, waiting for the other Rulers to come help in case they’re needed, but that brings its own risks too. Liss gets time to find whatever she’s searching for in the Labyrinth of Xyphos, and the one winged wyvern will strengthen its domain’s hold over Xyphos.

Yet, in the end, things still don’t seem as bad as I thought they might be as I read the notifications that appear.

 



Floor Quest:

Either on your own or with the cooperation of the Corporations present, lead Easy and Normal difficulty participants to safe zones of your own creation. Protect them and gather water for them.

Easy and Normal difficulty participants are too weak for this setting and have been thrown into this through no fault of their own, the same as most of you present. 

Even if they’re not as powerful as attendees from Hell difficulty, the lower difficulty participants are important members of your First Generation. While this was not intended to happen, use the opportunity to share some of your knowledge and experience with them over the following weeks, as the situation changes.

It is currently impossible to move you to the next floor due to the domain enveloping the planet.

A subsystem will run in the background, and if your preparations to move lower difficulty participants to a safe space are considered inadequate, they won’t be able to leave the safety of their barriers.

As the Corporations present are stuck here as well, they are allowed to contact and trade with the attendees. A strong warning is in place for attendees to be careful with any such trades.

- Temporary Floor Quest given by the Ruler of Diligence.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Cerim
                        

                    

                    Did you know that we just completed Book 11 over on Patreon? Well, now you do. This time there is no break, and we already started with Book 12.

Oh, and I also commissioned Nyssa art - from the same artist who did Nat and Vic art.

Anyway, as always, thanks for reading and have a nice weekend!



                



Chapter 871 - Proprietary something


                I think I’ve made a good trade with Tacita. Promising her the dagger also means she’ll be willing to stick around and be on her best behavior until the end of the floor out of fear that I might back out of our deal. With so many unknowns around how this floor is going to turn out, it can only be good to have her with us.

As promised by the Ruler of Diligence, who’s clearly caused this mess and now finds himself scrambling to fix it, we’ve gained a compass item. It has no rarity, and it is like a normal compass, with its pointer indicating a direction, likely the closest member of Group 4.

We don’t see any need to wait any longer, so we jump down from the tower, moving across the sand in this heat. I think Min-Jae said it could be as high as 300 degrees Celsius. What a nerd, though a true nerd would have used Kelvin. He refused to use Fahrenheit, insisting that Celsius should be used. But if I’m not mistaken, Fahrenheit tends to be double that of Celsius, or close to it, so that means it’s probably somewhere around 600 degrees Fahrenheit?

Damn, I miss my four hot dogs long, weighing as much as a standard 24-pack of beer and roughly three lightbulbs tall, emotional support corgi.

But yeah, simply said, it’s too fucking hot for the poor guys from Easy difficulty.

Still, how could something like this cause trouble for me? I pull the heat from the air around us and proceed to convert it into mana that I feed to my crown. It is not as effective or rewarding as converting thermal energy, but it is a nice way to gather mana. Especially now that I feel almost like I am slacking anytime I’m not doing things like this.

Even after my break in the Game, my mind is still not fully my own in some ways. Sometimes, just normal things, like watching Tess move hair off her face, feel unreal.

The fact that my mind doesn’t feel like it is about to break apart sometimes scares me. It’s an illogical fear, like I’m failing to notice something, and it’s already too late for me to fix it.

599 days and likely 23 hours I’ve endured in thought acceleration.

Actually, let us just call it 600 days since it is already so close. It is easier to think of it in those terms rather than 599 days, 23 hours, 59 minutes, and 59 or so seconds.

So, my over 600 days of mental training left me this way. I suspect this feeling would be worse if it were actually 600 days and these changes had been ingrained into my muscle memory and reflexes rather than memories and experience. Even during the Game, I found myself lacking control over my abilities. I think it’s gotten better now, but as I said to Nyssa before, I think the moment I get careless, I will kill someone by mistake.

I mean, it is what I always wanted: to quickly grow stronger, and I need to become even stronger, but still, something is missing to make me fully happy. But I hope I will always stay that way, unsatisfied and striving for improvement.

As for my body, it’s gotten worse than ever, but my mana moves easier than ever. Not even mentioning the 1000 point increase in mana my Mana Vessel trait evolution gave me, I think I’m actually properly mana conductive now.

If Ruby’s warning that someone might try kidnapping me for my conductive body did not come to fruition until now, it will surely become true soon.

It is a bit scary. I barely have to think about it, and there’s mana already flickering at my fingertips. Not to mention the quantity. Where previously it flowed through pathways, circuits, and veins, now it feels like it’s moving through my body itself, every piece of it. Further trait strengthenings will improve on it, I’m sure, and at this rate, even the slightest, tiniest bit of resistance is sure to disappear.

I will need to test it out later, but I think the amount I can channel has also greatly improved. The amount of mana I can use to power my skills is likely becoming ridiculous, and that means I’ll need to find some sort of skill that’ll take full advantage of that and truly test the high end range of my skills. 

With some preparation, it’s possible I could even prepare something capable of affecting an area the size of a small country, or I can just continue to use Fuck Everything In That Direction Specifically. After all, it’s worked so far.

“It’s Lily, and it seems like she is talking to some people from one of the Corporations,” Tess says out of nowhere, and I squint in the direction where she is looking, but still don’t see anything at all.

“Does it seem like she’s being scammed?” I ask.

Tess mouths something, but shakes her head and mutters while mouthing it, “…not enough… she says?”

“Are you reading lips now?”

“It’s an obvious thing to learn with the way my sight’s improved. I hired a beyonder to teach me.”

“Is that where the shards I gave you went?”

“I also spent some on local Megacity cuisine.”

“Anything good?”

“A few really nice places. One of them sells some ridiculously good drinks.”

“Are you turning into a drunkard on top of a thief now, Tess?”

“If I don’t drink, I won’t be capable of keeping calm with all the crazy people I have to work with.”

“Understandable,” I say, and this time I really mean it.

We pick up the speed, and Tess warns us that they seem to have noticed us, though no one appears to take it as a threat. A short while later, I begin to see them as well. Lily’s petite figure is standing in the desert in front of what looks like a landed spaceship, with its hangar door open, where three or so people are standing there, waiting and watching as we approach.

Soon, the Bulldozer of Lust notices us, or perhaps notices the compass, and looks our way. Her body is ridiculous, given how much she spent on constitution and her potency attribute strengthening variation of it. She has good sight even without actively strengthening anything, and she waves at us as we approach.

When we start getting close, she runs up, putting her hands behind her back and giving a big smile. “Hello.”

She tries to hug Tacita, but the mute girl jumps away. If she were a cat, I’m sure she would be swatting at Lily. So instead, Lily proceeds to hug Tess, who lets her, before she finally comes to a stop in front of me.

I am not a stupid man. I know she started with the girls, so I’d have no reason to refuse a hug. Making it seem like a casual and… I cut those thoughts and reinforce my body as she puts her hands around me and squeezes while pressing her head against my chest.

I look down, watching her smile, and clumsily pat her back in a hug. Lily is the type of hugger who holds on too long, so I wait a while, but it does not stop.

“Lower your natural barrier, you’re blocking my healing,” she says as I look at her face so close in front of mine.

“I don’t want to.”

“I know your body is fucked up. Everyone knows it. I swear I will hold you all day and enjoy it if you don’t let me heal you. It’s for your own good.”

“Your lies used to be believable.”

That makes her smile even brighter. “You remember that wyvern blood you gave me, that I promised to turn into a concentrate? I’ve already done it. I also can sense another extremely powerful form of blood you have on you, similar to the one from your trait. I bet you want me to help with that, right?”

“Perhaps.”

“Well, perhaps this is extortion then,” she snuggles closer and rubs her face against my chest. “The longer you let this go on, the more I will think you’re enjoying this and dragging your feet to make this last longer,” she smirks, and presses her ear against my chest. “Maybe if I wait and listen long enough, I will hear your heartbeats speed up.”

“I could just teleport away,” I say.

“You cannot overpower me, and my natural barrier is too powerful. We are also touching too much, so even if you somehow teleport, I will probably just move with you.”

I try my last defense. “People are watching, are you not ashamed?”

“Not at all, “I don’t give a fuck”, as you would say. The corpos can stuff themselves if they don’t like it, but they won’t because I’m actually a pretty good healer worth being friendly with.”

Looking down at her, I wonder: Is this my fault? Is this the consequence of my breaks from Group 4 and all the time I’ve spent delving into the beyond? Have these already lunatic and terrifying members of my group become even more unhinged?

“Sure then, heal me,” I sigh and lower my defenses a bit.

That causes Lily to smile victoriously as she relaxes and lets go of me, but in the next moment, I teleport two steps away from her, leaving her with her hand hanging in the air.

A stream of my mana surges as I use it to power [Redistribution] and lock her in place, absorbing the kinetic energy of each of Lily’s movements. Even as she tries to overpower it, to push through, I spitefully continue to power it with more and more, not caring how much effort it takes or how much of my mental processing goes into it.

Once again, I am reminded that I cannot allow myself to be weaker than Lily. I cannot show weakness either.

Leaving her standing behind, I walk towards the three corpo-rats while Tess boops Lily’s nose a few times and then continues on to join me by my side.

The three men are all selari, wearing normal clothes, as I notice that within the hangar where they stand, there seems to be a controlled climate.

“Were you trying to scam her?” I ask them directly.

The leader of them just smiles and steps a bit ahead, just a half step from exiting the barrier within the hangar. “I am Balkalathejek from Novus Venture Corp,” he bows slightly, “and these are my assistants, and I can assure you that we were not trying to scam the Lady Healer. We just tried to come to an agreement that would see the best results for both sides.”

“I see. Do you mind if I call you just Bal?” I ask.

“I do not mind it at all. I do realize that my name might be difficult to remember for some people, Mister Gwyn,” Bal says.

That causes me to glance at Lily, but Bal continues to talk. “I didn’t hear that from Lady Healer. My associates and I had the opportunity to watch the Game,” his voice is smooth, carrying a smile in it, yet it does not feel like he is making fun of anyone. “You and your sister have been fascinating to watch, and that ending… I am sure it will be spoken of for centuries to come, especially with the return of Starless Sky.”

“Well, I bet you didn’t watch it in a legal or intended way,” I say, but Bal just stays quiet and continues to smile. “So, what did you want from the Lady Healer?” I ask him.

“We intended to purchase one of her healing marks for further examination. We’d already started arranging the arrival of a test subject for her to place it on before you and your friends interrupted the negotiations, Mister Gwyn.”

A loud crack makes my body shudder, and I slowly turn around to watch Lily’s body twist and bulge as she pushes through my kinetic hold. Even with the ridiculous amount of mana I’m powering it with, her body is monstrous, and forces me to wonder if her natural barrier isn’t stronger because of her Constitution. Maybe it is not just body upgrades that strengthen it?

But all thought of curiosity disappears as Lily twists and breaks her neck, instantly healing it over, just as she twists her limbs at the joints and restores them. The amount of kinetic energy generated is ridiculous as she powers and reinforces her body. Twisting and turning our way, she then takes a step and then another, forcing her way through, and with each step, she faces it better and improves her ability to push through.

In the end, she stops near us, looking at me with a glint in her eyes, clearly intended to challenge and make fun of me.

I begin to reach toward more of my mana to accept her challenge when a cough catches my attention, and I look at Tess, who looks back with a lifted eyebrow.

With a sigh, I let go of my kinetic hold on Lily, leaving it for the next time. A movement catches my attention, and I glance to the side as I watch Tacita, hidden within her field, casually stride past the barrier on the edge of the hangar. Unnoticed by Bal and his assistants, she heads in.

“Nathaniel and Tess will trade in my name,” Lily says, and she moves close to hang on Tess’s arm, as she pokes the blonde.

“As you say, Lady Healer,” Bal says. “Our offer, it still stands. An information exchange for one healing mark, and if both sides consider it adequate, we can share more information in exchange for another healing mark.”

Fixing my clothes, I clear my throat and look at him, reaching toward my Nerdthaniel submind. I lean in slightly, making my posture casual, while trying to mimic the way Lissandra radiated her pressure during my mental training, letting them at least partially feel my own restrained mana through the barrier.

“Bal,” I start, my voice low. “Let us dispense with pleasantries and ignore the fact of just how much you were trying to rob my precious friend. You want a piece of Lily’s life’s work. That’s fine. But you surely understand what we’re dealing with.”

I take a slow step forward, almost touching the barrier. “What you’re talking about is not just a simple healing mark, and though we’re still just attendees, some of us aren’t actually stupid. You want to get your grubby hands on her proprietary somatic healing constructs, uniquely developed by Lily’s incredible talent. We know you’ll attempt to harvest, replicate, or deconstruct the underlying logic of the mark. I will not be warning you of the localized… unpleasanties this can cause to the test subject and anyone who gets too close, I’m sure you’re already aware of that.”

I gesture lazily toward the metallic walls of the hangar. “I’ve heard enough about how the Corporations operate to know that your specialists will attempt to bypass the encryption and steal Lily’s intellectual property. In any such case, it’s not just the mark we’re trading, but also the risk that you’ll break Lily’s trademark, and that carries much more value than just an exchange of… some information. So, let us hear what kind of data you think warrants this level of access. Don’t even dream about a second healing mark, and be sure this was worth Lily’s time.”

When I turn to my side to look at Lily, she panics for a short moment as all attention turns to her and she lets go of Tess, glancing with her eyes from Bal to me and back to Bal before just nodding quickly. “What Nathaniel said! It is my proprietary something healing construct, so you better pay up!”

            


Chapter 872 - The Art of the Deal


                “Deal.” Bal smiles at me, causing me to come to a stop and narrow my eyes. For a moment, I want to glance at Tess in search of help, but decide not to show any weakness.

Quickly, I type into the community and decide to resend the message until Lily notices it.

Nathaniel Gwyn (Hell, group 4) -Grumpy, I don’t like this guy. When it comes time to trade, give him healing mark number 3.2

Outwardly, I ask, “How many corporations are there on Xyphos?”

“Aurate Consortium, Novus Venture Corp, Meridian Alliance, Questionable Assets Group, and Coda Collective.”

The asshole doesn’t elaborate, and I know it is on purpose. 

Still, I have to ask, “Questionable Assets Group?”

“Yes, that’s their legal name,” he confirms.

“So you are all here to harvest talnium?”

“Most of our main objectives align with this, yes, though some have a side project in observing the Labyrinth, but that’s highly regulated, and permits are rarely issued.”

“Whose control does this planet fall under? Or did, you know, before all this happened.”

“The Ruler of Diligence at the moment, though the Rulers tend to coordinate on that and make changes to oversight procedures.”

I pause and blink a few times, but just in case, I ask, “Tell me, this talnium, is Diligence getting a good chunk of it?”

“As per my knowledge regarding the Ruler of Diligence, not personally of course, though he does a lot of trade through his vessels and through the maintenance of centuries old deals accounting for more than 40% of the talnium harvested on Xyphos, yes.”

I rub my hand across my face and allow myself to have fun in my thoughts, imagining new tales along the lines of: So the Ruler of Diligence didn’t find 40% of the talnium on Xyphos sufficient, so he manipulated the system to make Xyphos part of the tutorial, allowing him to seize the rest while masking the move as an unexpected occurrence through fake system messages.

Quickly, I shake the thoughts away and curse in my mind at Lily for not having read my community message yet. Our group has long since been drilled into checking the messages often, given the way it allows for hidden conversation, but the petite healer is clearly slacking.

So I resend it again, for like the tenth time.

Nathaniel Gwyn (Hell, group 4) -Grumpy, I do not like this guy. When it comes to trade, give him healing mark number 3.2

Esos (Hell, All Business) - Oh, shut the fuck up finally. People here are trying to organize, so go fuck yourself, you and this Grumpy!

“Why does so much of talnium go to Diligence?” I ask Bal.

“The Ruler of Diligence is one of the very few in the universe known to be capable of reliably creating Spatial Caches within his World Forge on Domus. Talnium is one of the extremely rare materials used in the process.”

“I guess that makes sense,” I agree with him. “How many can he create?”

“At the smallest size of a cache, probably one or two per millennium. The highest quality ones often require tens of thousands of years.”

Once again, I blink a few times and ask a bit more carefully, “Doesn’t that seem a bit lazy? Or is he limiting the supply to keep the value ridiculously high?”

Bal smiles, and for the first time, he almost looks condescending, but not in a truly arrogant way. It is more like the question itself is ridiculous, as if his child had asked if they could go out and pet the cute baby bear waiting outside with its momma.

“I personally couldn’t even fathom the sheer effort, thaumic mastery, and complex processes that go into the creation of a simple spatial cache, Mister Gwyn. We’re talking about folding the very fabric of reality into a non Euclidean manifold and pinning that fold to a physical anchor. Said anchor must be calibrated to resonate perfectly with the structure of a spatial cache, otherwise, the inner space of a cache effectively detaches the moment it’s moved, leaving the inventory floating at a fixed set of coordinates in the void.”

It seems to be something he’s actually taken an interest in, like someone who admires a great car or enjoys discussing insane theoretical technology that might allow humans to travel between the stars. So I just nod and listen as he talks.

“Furthermore, there’s the issue of maintaining the structural integrity of the inventory space. Reality has a natural and aggressive tendency to equalize, so creating a stable, isolated volume of space should be impossible. I cannot imagine, no, I can not fathom what it requires to prevent the construct from unwinding or, worse, collapsing. Then you must consider the concealment of the spatial cache. Left on its own, it radiates a signature that’s as bright as a beacon to anything sensitive to spatial anomalies. Masking that sort of signature is an art form in itself.”

“It sounds like it is.” I nod again.

“Right!? And worst of all, you have to mitigate the effects of spatial radiation. When you compress space to that degree, the friction between the inner space of a cache and the external world generates static that can crystallize one’s mana channels in most cases! There are great masters who have dedicated entire lifetimes to the study of spatial caches, and yet, most of them gave up on understanding the theory, never managing to take even the first step. It is a miracle anyone can craft them at all!”

“I see,” I nod, and can’t help but feel Bal’s excitement. Maybe Diligence is kind of cool after all. Still, I send it into the community.

Nathaniel Gwyn (Hell, group 4) - Grumpy, I do not like this guy. When it comes to trade, give him healing mark number 3.2

Esos (Hell, All Business) - Oh, not again. I’ve had a shitty day already without this dumbass being annoying. This is like the 30th time, you fuck. You’d better pray I don’t meet you somewhere.

Lisjek (Normal, Rat Buds) - There’s no need to be such a bitch about it, he’s probably spamming it to get an answer from his group, but with so many people chatting here, it keeps getting lost.

Esos (Hell, All Business) - As if I care.

Sset (Hell, group 4) - Group 4? Isn’t the current guildmaster of the Primordial Knights also from group 4?

Piere (Hell, 123456) - Nyssa Volare? Is she even still in the tutorial?

Treeson (Hell, S.T.A.R) - No, they had a new coronation. The new guildmaster is that mana lunatic, but I don’t remember his name.

Piere (Hell, 123456) - Oh… that guy.

Lisjek (Normal, Rat Buds) - Sset, aren’t you in group 4 going by your alias!?

Sset (Hell, group 4) - Hehe.

When I glance at the blonde, she is smiling, and after making fun of me for a bit longer, she leans closer to Lily and very quietly whispers something into her ear.

“How many Adjudicators does the Aurate Consortium have?” I ask Bal and check the community, where Lily finally answers.

Grumpy (Hell, group 4) - Got it!

Then there is a bit of a pause as she reads the older messages and a new one.

Grumpy (Hell, group 4) -I’m offering a healing mark capable of restoring limbs in exchange for the location of this annoying guy called Esos.

Treeson (Hell, S.T.A.R) -I think I know where some attendees from his planet are gathering. I can share that information, but I’ll do it for free. I’ve met you in the Beyond, and you healed a friend of mine.

Esos (Hell, All Business) - Hey, what the fuck is this?

I ignore the rest of the conversation and listen to Bal, who says, “The number of Adjudicators is unknown. If you offer a second healing mark, I am willing to share the way we categorize them and our theories as to how the Aurate Consortium creates them.”

To that, I shrug, “Isn’t that obvious? They are where they are, around what they are, and have access to what they have in exchange for what they must do.”

Bal’s smile widens, “You are very well informed for a tutorial attendee, Mister Gwyn.”

For a while, I wonder what face he’d be making if I told him who I learned it from and that I also met the real Kindness, not some crappy clone of hers that the Aurate Consortium is clearly creating from her flesh. But seeing how they’ve been doing it without much effort to hide, Kindness likely doesn’t care, as long as most of their budget goes into trying to find ways to kill her.

I’m once again reminded how ridiculous this is. 90% of the Aurate Consortium’s budget goes into finding a way to kill her, and even with the remaining 10% of it, they’re still the most powerful corporation by far.

Weapons made from the flesh and body of a Ruler with a level 99 skill, clones of her to be used as their warriors, and god knows what else, they truly know how to get the most out of it in ways I even have to admire.

“I just overheard some B ranks talking about it somewhere in the Beyond,” I say to Bal, “how much more do you think I can ask?”

“I’m sure you did hear it there, Mister Gwyn. As for the number of questions, this is open to negotiations where both of our sides will agree. After all, we aren’t shameless enough to try to trick you or Lady Healer.”

“Sure. Want to ask them a few things?” I look at Tess, who just agrees with a nod and moves ahead.

She starts with some pleasantries before rapid-firing a barrage of questions I bet she has been preparing. She asks if there are any Absolutes present on Xyphos, and learns that there are only two, as limited per contract. One of them hired by the Corporations, and the other as an overseer appointed by the Rulers. She asks about Champions, and the answer is a limit of two per corporation. Then she gets into what territories the corporations have and how they’ve split their lines of influence and stuff, and many similar questions besides.

I already told her about what happened during the Game, so later she asks them about it as well.

“What can you tell us about Starless Sky?” she asks directly.

But to that question, Bal instantly shakes his head, “Any information on gods is extremely valuable, and I am afraid you likely don’t have much of equal value to offer. Though, Mister Gwyn, it has been seen that you’ve been given a dagger previously owned by Absolute Candidate Euris by your sister.”

“Out of the question,” I just say, and it seems the selari man had expected it.

For a bit, I wonder how they would behave if not for Diligence threatening everyone present to keep them from messing with the attendees. Would they try to steal it? Would they try to kidnap Lily or even myself for my traits? And lastly, I have to wonder what they think of Tacita just disappearing.

Of course, I saw her sneak inside, as did Tess, more likely than not, but they don’t seem to have noticed, so do they think she left? Or maybe they know she’s there, and they’re hoping to trap her?

Shaking these thoughts, I ignore it. Tacita knows her abilities better than I do, and she’s been clearing the tutorial’s floors on her own.

“That much should be enough information for the value of a single healing mark from the Lady Healer, do you agree?” Bal says after Tess gets a few more answers from him, and in the end, we agree.

I can almost see the greed in Bal’s eyes as they bring out what feels to be a level 150 monster that reminds me of a monkey, with four arms, a single long horn, and a tail ending in a bony, mace-like appendage.

“Be careful with the mark I’m placing. It’s single-use, and it activates automatically when the host takes damage,” Lily says.

“What scale of damage are we talking about?”

“A scratch,” Lily says, occupied with working on the mark so she doesn’t notice how wide Bal’s eyes get in that moment. His two assistants begin to whisper excitedly, and that causes him to frown at them, but it’s already too late, and when he turns back, he must have realized Tess and I noticed.

Bal gives a polite smile and calls inside, causing another selari to come out, this one clearly combat-oriented, likely one of the guards. Then they take the monkey away very carefully, moving it back in a cage and even restricting it, likely so it doesn’t damage itself by mistake and cause the mark to disappear.

“Lady Healer, if you would be willing, I believe we could make a deal for a second healing mark,” he says shamelessly. It is just so obvious, even to me, that he thinks they overwhelmingly came out on top from this exchange.

Meanwhile, Lily looks at Tess, who shakes her head, and Lily straight up rejects the disappointed selari.

Still, they don’t interfere as we begin to move away, towards the closest member of group 4 the compass is now pointing us towards.

Tess sighs and scratches the back of her neck when we are further away, “I just heard them laugh, and one of his assistants called us dumb attendees,” she says, showing off her talent at strengthening her senses.

Meanwhile, I open the community and check the messages, where I find a few interesting tidbits.

Sset (Hell, group 4) - Tacita, on your way out, can you scratch that monkey they’re keeping in the cage? They should be passing by. I think Nathaniel and Grumpy would appreciate it.

Barely two minutes later, Tacita steps out of her field next to us, slowing her run to a pace matching ours. Even then, her walking speed feels like she is annoyed at us for moving so slowly.

She throws something at me, and I catch it automatically. Glancing down at it, I see that it’s a mana stone meant to serve as information storage. There are still a few connections hanging off of it, meaning she likely just pulled it from somewhere. And seeing the level of encryption, which is likely going to take me days or weeks to break through, it must have come from an important place.

When I lift my eyebrow in a question, asking what she might want in exchange, she simply draws a shape in the air.

(‾꒳‾ )

It makes me realize that she’s buttering me up for our deal with the dagger, and for some reason, I have no doubt that she managed to scratch that monkey, causing the healing mark to trigger and leaving Novus Venture Corp with nothing.

            


Chapter 873 - Contingencies


                “So you want me to keep the wyvern blood that I purified?” Lily asks.

“Yup,” I say. “For now. Once I feel like I’m properly prepared, I’ll, probably during this floor, strengthen Mana Vessel to the second stage. During that process, you’ll inject me with the wyvern blood and empyrean ichor I’ve gathered. Then, during the trait strengthening, I will support my trait, which will surely clash with the wyvern blood and ichor.”

I squint and look at some shiny structure in the distance, likely a corporate building, and continue to talk to Lily. “If I am very lucky, Mana Vessel might evolve, though I think it’s already a really high-grade trait even as it is, so probably not. I could also probably hunt down Savi and take the sample he scavenged of Nyssa’s primordial blood, but I think trying to deal with three kinds of blood would kill me even with your help.”

“It’s also possible that the ichor you collected will forcibly strengthen your ichor trait,” Lily says.

Meanwhile, we watch Tacita running nearby, playing catch with an awakened baby ferret that, even if it can’t move as quickly as she does, remains extremely nimble when changing direction. Still, the mute girl must be holding herself back so much, even if the baby ferret is likely faster than all Hard difficulty attendees and plenty of Hell ones.

Out of nowhere, I mutter, “I almost want to meet up with Lissandra and ask her what she’s been doing to check in on Biscuit as per our deal. I mean, I don’t think she’d break her promise, but didn’t she just fuck off to the Labyrinth? Is she planning to do it later, or did she get a vow from the wyvern and delegate the task to it?”

“She would have told you if she thought he was in real danger, would she not?” Lily asks.

I think about it for a moment and conclude that she likely would. Lissandra isn’t the sort of person who would soften her words just because they might hurt someone.

“I think I want to talk to the wyvern if possible, but that asshole refuses to talk in a normal language, so that could be a problem.” I let out a sigh and ask Lily, “Have you been earning shards the way you should?”

To that, she rolls her eyes. “Yes, I have. I met with that mora trio from Crimson Forge and joined up with some healing guilds so they can pass me some jobs, of course, they get a cut, which I managed to negotiate down to 10 percent.”

“No hidden payments or clauses?”

“I had the contracts checked.”

“Good.”

“I guess. It doesn’t take much effort, and the shards are nice. Do you want to know how much I’ve made, Nat?”

As we walk, I give myself time to think and then close my eyes and sigh again. For some reason, I’ve noticed I do that a lot when dealing with group 4.

“Is it a lot?” I ask.

“Millions.”

“How the hell are you making millions already for just a bit of healing?!” I raise my voice.

“Right?!” Lily raises her voice as well to match mine. “It takes me only a few minutes. They even schedule the meetings, so I don’t have to wait around and waste time, so I just walk in, heal, collect the shards, and leave.”

“Is it at least for something difficult?”

“Not really? I mean, maybe? I don’t really know. It’s so much more difficult to heal your body. Like, healing you is like what I’d imagine doing surgery on a hummingbird to be like, while most of the people they want me to heal are more like elephants. I have so much space for mistakes, it’s just crazy. And then they just go “whoa” and “wow,” while staring at me with wide eyes. Nat, the last time, they gave me two hours to regenerate the arm of some high constitution A-rank and fix some nerve damage. It took me five minutes, and most of it was because he was really annoying and kept complaining about pain.”

She lowers her voice and mutters, “Sometimes people come and beg me to heal their bonds. Cute animals. Lizards, foxes, wolves, ravens, and such. I give those people a big discount, though, since I started doing that, more of them started coming and saying they weren’t able to pay the previous prices, but I don’t mind those at all.”

“Our cute Lily’s made enemies of quite a few healing guilds that’ve gotten angry because she kept undercutting prices they’d set and has been giving discounts to everyone she’s felt even the slightest bit of pity for,” Tess says.

“They won’t do anything about it,” Lily answers with an uncharacteristically angry voice. “Some of them came to me to try to make me change my mind, but I threw them out. Through the walls. I also think Tacita’s been killing a few of the more ill-intentioned ones.” She looks at the mute girl, who playfully boops her golden ferret before running away.

Lily smiles at the sight. “But I’ve also been shamelessly spreading the word that I’m in the same tutorial grouping as the Guild Master of Primordial Knights, and most of them stopped after that. I think most of them gave up and are now waiting for me to complete the tutorial or get bored.”

“That guild master must be a menace,” I say.

“He is the worst,” she chuckles. “But, as you see, I’m making some decent money. I am being financially responsible. I think I’ll spend it all on passives. Soon, I might even start selling healing marks. I’ve been working with a few healers my Handler recommended on making them more difficult to copy. Though I’m hesitant about it, I think it would be nice if a lot more healers could create these healing marks, it would save a lot of people.”

It takes me a few moments to realize she means this as a question, and that she’s been waiting for a reaction from me.

“Lily,” I say.

“Yes?”

“Do whatever you want.”

“Of course, you would say that.”

“So stop asking.”

“But it’s nice to hear out loud,” she says.

“Sure, sure. But you know, if other healers start copying you, you can just improve the healing marks, right? Then the other healers would take care of the lower segment, and you could sell your much better healing marks at a much higher price to the rich ones.”

“Huh.”

“Of course, it would be nice if you could put some sort of backdoor into it. Like, if someone were to try and kill you while bearing one of these healing marks, you could just destroy the marks at a distance and render them useless.”

“I… probably?”

I nod twice. “We could also try to come up with some spatial component to your healing mark. Imagine if you could place a mark once, and recharge it from a distance. For a subscription or something.”

“I…”

“Lily, I think Nathaniel is mostly just teasing you, he’s joking. Mostly,” Tess says.

Looking at me, our black haired healer narrows her eyes. “Did he always have such a punchable face?”

 







 

Nearly an hour later, we reach the next member of Group 4. From the hot haze of the desert, we see Dennis moving towards us at high speed.

Even before he’s reached us, he’s weaving his [Connection] to make a telepathic link between us. He does so surprisingly quickly, making me think he’s working in tandem with Aaron.

Then the first thing he does is charge me and pull me into a hug.

“Nat, you stupid, beautiful, annoyingly perfect motherfucker,” he says with a surprising dose of emotion. He is even shaking a little bit, though I can see him smiling widely as he looks up with that low pristine crystal embedded in his forehead.

“I want 1% of those ten million shards you got, so you do not have to than-”

I do not get to finish as he interrupts me, “Not that! I am talking about Iant!”

“Oh, the vessel of Diligence acting as your Handler. What about him?”

He smiles so brightly, I think it might be brighter than the desert. “Iant said Diligence might be able to help us! Of course, it won’t be now, and it won’t be free, but Iant said our [Connection] skill and whatever’s happened to our minds and our connection as twins is very fascinating, Diligence might want to study it!”

“Dennis, you-”

“Yes, yes, I know: be careful, don’t get my hopes up, be careful, and then once again be careful not to get scammed by a Ruler whose full intentions we don’t know, and such.”

(Yeah, Nat, we’re not dumb! If you think of it, we’re actually a superior species with human brains. Diligence is just an ant!) Aaron sends through the connection.

“What exactly did Iant say?” Tess asks curiously as Dennis lets go of me and gives her and Lily a quick hug.

“Nothing concrete for now. He was a bit vague, but I made him use a vow. He did not lie. He just said the cost might be high. We might have to spend years on Domus being studied and looked over,” Dennis says.

(We also think he probably wants to use Nathaniel through us. Diligence is… well, super fucking diligent, everyone says. He probably plans really far ahead and likes to create contingencies,) Aaron also throws in.

“Well, feel free to use me. I don’t think Diligence would truly try to push me if he wanted something from me, so we could always just negotiate. Now how’ve you been otherwise?”

(Currently, we are in the Third City of the second floor. We talk to Spark a lot, and he’s been showing us techniques to help stabilize our minds. That sweet little guy isn’t even asking us for anything, and only says he can understand what we must be going through.) Aaron’s voice turns gentle and thankful. (Of course, there are still dangers. A powerful mind mage could erase me. As could a mana disruption powerful enough to break Dennis’s natural barrier, and probably some other things as well. I’ll tell you all about it later, I think it’ll be safer if you know.)

His brother then completes the thought for him, “But we can do that over a drink.”

 







 

All in agreement, we continue to move while sharing what’s happened thus far. Most of the time, we don’t even bother trying to hide anything from Tacita, and she doesn’t seem to care in the least. She often disappears, moving far away, likely to examine something she found interesting, and then returns. She also has a habit of moving all around me, pointing at Veto until I give her the dagger so she can hold it for a few minutes before mournfully returning it to me.

I also use that very same dagger to stab myself to examine the way it locks each of my skills.

From that, I learn that the skills I’d always thought of as higher grade are blocked for shorter periods of time, and the skill level has an influence as well. It’s very fascinating to watch how my level 83 [Focus] gets turned off, giving me no chance in hell of reactivating it until the effect wears off. There’s no cooldown on the dagger either; once my skill is unlocked, I can stab myself, and it blocks that skill for the exact same duration.

The only difference is that while a skill is locked, if I stab myself, it locks another skill.

As for [Focus], it gets locked for a ridiculous 8 seconds. [Mana Manipulation] gets locked for 4 seconds, and for example, level 19 [Selective Adaptation] gets locked for close to one minute.

And no matter how much I observe the process or try to fight against it, I find no way of shortening the duration or blocking it. I know I just started experimenting, and in a few days or weeks, that might change, but it still annoys me. The fact that it will lead to me improving my hold on my skills doesn’t matter that much right now.

Lily joins me too, stabbing herself a few times as well, fascinated by her locked skills. As if she’s trying to follow our lead and keep from being left behind, Tess eventually joins in as well.

Dennis does not. Almost with horror, he reads the description and widens his eyes as he takes a step away from the blade, as if its mere presence could lock the skills that might or might not be the only thing keeping his brother with him.

The realization makes me apologize to him as I store the dagger away, and even though he smiles, I still see the fear the dagger brought to the surface. For the rest of the time, he follows Tacita, trying to learn from her and constantly pushing himself to try to use his skills and doubled stats to catch up to her.

The next members of Group 4 we meet are Sophie, Izzy, Noodle, and Blackie.

            


Chapter 874 - What happened?


                I watch as Izzy smiles and waves excitedly as we make our way closer. She nimbly jumps up and towards Blackie, who’s now completely encased in red armor. She lands on his arm, and he swings it, launching her at the speed of a bullet.

There’s something to be said for the acceleration she experiences, which would’ve probably resulted in the instant death of anybody from Easy difficulty, as I watch her fly through the air.

As she starts to slow down, she hits the sand, sliding and flipping through a few somersaults to slow her momentum until, at last, she comes to a stop just a few steps in front of us and jumps up to her feet with her arms spread out to her sides.

Lily and Dennis begin to clap while Izzy beams with pride.

Is… is this normal? What happened while I was gone?

The first one to receive a hug from our empath is Dennis, and she even goes so far as to give his head a few pats before rushing on to give hugs to Lily and Tess. When she stops in front of me, I allow her to read my surface emotions, as usual, and get a hug of my own as well. Tacita gets just a wave, and the mute girl standing further behind and to the side tilts her head as she watches Izzy.

Not one to be left behind, Noodle slithers out of Izzy’s sleeve and coils around her arm, stopping when his head sits at the same level as Izzy’s eyes. The pearly white snake still rocks two sets of three green eyes, but after taking a bite out of the baby wyvern, there have been changes. It’s not even like it made him any more like the wyvern in appearance. Rather, there’s a new shine to his scales. It’s not always obvious, but when the light hits them properly, I can see a blend of blues, greens, and purples shining through.

Noodle gives me a polite nod when he catches me looking at him and keeps staring expectantly in my direction. Even as Izzy moves around to speak with the others, his eyes remain fixed on the same point, perfectly locked onto me.

I create a mana orb like the ones he enjoys and, taking into consideration that he’s likely gotten stronger now, I spice it up before flinging it at him.

His head shoots ahead as he snatches it from the air and eats it with all the speed of a puppy devouring a Lego figurine as its owner shouts for it to “drop it”. All six eyes close in deep satisfaction, and the snake gives me another very polite nod.

That’s about the point where Sophie arrives with Blackie as well, and I look over the reanimated corpse of the demon Champion, now encased in its red armor. The armor looks like a heavy medieval style composed of red metal plating, though I notice there are certain spots with lighter shades of red, almost fading to a somewhat yellow hue in places.

“Well, I didn’t know your favorite color was red,” I say to Sophie after she finishes greeting the others.

“Crimson Forge is fucking expensive, you know. Even with all the discounts they gave me and that was after barely avoiding them tripling the price when they realized I was a mind mage, it cost a lot. So I didn’t bother with surface modifications, leaving it at the base color of the material, which was, as you can see, mostly red,” Sophie answers.

“I like this color!” Izzy says. “I think you look cool,” she adds, patting Blackie’s arm, who just stands there motionless in response.

Izzy doesn’t let it bother her in the slightest and taps his arm again. Looking at it, I guess we’ve effectively settled the question of how to stop that incredibly powerful kinetic reflection trait from constantly activating.

“How are the stats?” I ask Sophie.

“Fucking high.”

“Why are you so annoyed? Be nice to me for once. I recommended you to those guys.”

“No.”

“Izzy, do something about your older sister.”

“I don’t want to. I like Soph as she is.”

“Typical mind mage, I guess. So?” I ask Sophie again.

She rubs her face with her hand before combing her hair. “It was probably too much for me to expect you guys to take this floor change and that damn terrifying domain making me shake in fear seriously.”

“It’s always been like this, Soph. We joke around a bit and make ourselves content with just being around each other before we have to get serious later. Just go with the flow, it’s faster that way,” Tess says in my place.

“I guess I don’t have any other choice,” our mind mage says and turns to me. “The body is probably near indestructible to almost anyone below Champion rank. Trust me, plenty of people in Beyond have tried to kill me. His Strength and Dexterity are also very high, but this is where Blackie’s hit a bottleneck, he’s not able to make use of it all. And the kinetic reflection trait is a nightmare for anyone fighting him melee. And a nightmare to me if I let myself get too close, of course.”

“And the armor?”

“Low pristine. I spent all I had and signed some contracts I’ll have to deal with later. It’s not anything special durability wise, it just serves to hide what’s under it and has an absorption layer that stops the trait from triggering.”

“Release mechanism?” I ask.

“Yes, there’s an encrypted connection keyed to this,” she says, lifting a necklace with a silver medal inlaid with a small, red droplet. “I can trigger it and cause it to fall off near instantly, and no, I will not be doing it now. The armor is heavy. Like heavy-heavy, and putting it back on without triggering the reflective trait is a pain in the ass.”

“Well, I bet I’ll be getting a chance to see it soon anyway,” I mutter sadly.

“Don’t jinx it, and what the hell did you do? What happened to the Exploration Rankings?”

“The Boys happened.”

Sophie looks at me almost angrily and absentmindedly reaches and grabs Izzy to pull her closer and hug her from behind, in response to which Izzy twists her head up to look at her sister.

“Just tell me, they’re offering a ridiculous amount of shards for the information. With me being a member of your group and coming from me, it would be taken seriously, and they’d gladly pay me off,” Sophie says.

Scratching the back of my head, I think of it and ask, “How much?”

“Starting at 500 thousand and rising to over one million in places. Mostly from information guilds planning to sell it on further.”

“I bet you could get more.”

“That is what I want to try. I might be able to push it to 2 million if you returned to Beyond and did something fucked up to bring more attention to yourself, and people get reminded of these rankings.”

“If Savant or Brich don’t sell it before you. I’ll tell you, but I want 50% of any shards you will make, and obviously, I won’t be giving you all the details.”

“30% because I am too tired to negotiate further. And won’t Morwag or Weslin try selling it as well?”

“Deal to 30%. And I don’t think so. Both of them should’ve finished their tutorials. Brich, I think, a month or two after Nyssa, who should be finishing up in two months.”

With a sigh, Sophie does what I take to be opening the community while letting go of Izzy and muttering, “I’ll send a message to Savant and see if he’s planning to sell and possibly make a deal with him. Expect your cut to be smaller if I’m forced to split with him. When I get to Beyond, I’ll try to check in with Brich too.”

“If you call him Brichant, I think he’ll be more inclined to negotiate,” I say, getting one more weirded out look before she shakes her head and returns to her community window.

When I feel a tug on my clothes, I look down into Izzy’s green eyes. “What?” I ask her.

“Is this floor your fault again?” she asks me.

“What do you mean again? Obviously not. You can blame Lissandra and her wyvern.”

She tugs on my clothes again.

“What?” I ask her.

“What did you do?”

Under her eyes, I cannot even look away, so I just snort instead, “Maybe I helped Lissandra make a dagger. But help might be too powerful a word. I just gathered and compressed a little bit of mana.”

“So little, even an average Hell difficulty attendee would’ve been able to channel it?”

Instantly, I feel offended and defend myself, “Not a chance in hell some casual would be able to move that much mana so quickly. It would melt their feeble bodies. Those guys couldn’t even fathom…” I pause there and look at Izzy. “Okay, maybe it was a bit more than a little bit of mana, happy?”

“Do you like Lissandra?” Izzy asks me out of nowhere.

Somewhere in the background, the Lustdozer freezes as I think over my answer before saying honestly, “Probably?”

Izzy quickly asks as if there is a danger hanging over our heads, “Like like? Or like?”

I tilt my head in confusion, “Do you mean romantically? No chance in hell. I just like her determination and admire her skill, don’t tell her, but it is a little bit cool.”

“See?” Izzy says while looking somewhere behind me and then back at me. “I was just curious why you helped her. That is why I asked.”

“Obviously, I didn’t help her just for that. We made a trade,” I say, explaining the obvious.

“Didn’t Lissandra have a grandson, and didn’t you kill one of her descendants on the second floor?” Dennis asks, already chewing on something that looks like dried up fruit.

“Something like that,” I nod as we begin making our way to the next place the compass is leading us, towards Min-Jae and Maya.

The group stays rowdy with conversation quickly swapping through multiple subjects, and eventually even Sophie gives up and decides to wait until we’re all together before starting to plan what to do next.

On our way there we stop by one of the barriers holding Easy and Normal difficulty attendees. This one is full of 30 or so demons. It’s my first time ever seeing an Easy difficulty demon, and honestly, it’s pretty hard to comprehend.

An Easy Difficulty. Demons.

Just how? You get born with a Demon heart and a natural connection to primordial energy in most cases. Some even get a second extra trait and yet… Easy Difficulty?

When some of them start calling to us to come closer or share some water with them, we move closer.

“What do you mean ‘give us water, human’?” Dennis asks as he stops in front of the barrier, “You should ask nicer if you want something.”

“You’re just a human,” one of the demons snorts, causing Dennis to quickly get annoyed.

“Just a human? Unlike you coughing babies, we’re in goddamn Hell difficulty! Most of us are Beyonders!”

Even that doesn’t seem to shock the demon as he laughs, also moving closer to the barrier, just like the dozen or so demons around that also decide to start shouting at Dennis and challenging him to a fight.

“I bet I could take you on in a fight!” The demon hits his chest three times with a fist, generating more kinetic energy.

The others begin to roar as well, and a few even kick or attack the barrier as if they want to push through to Dennis, who stares at them with wide eyes.

“I’ll just fucking break the barrier, and you’ll all melt in the heat! My guy over here can break it if he tries!” Dennis threatens and points at me. He then presses his face against the barrier that squishes his cheeks as he stares down the demons with wide open eyes.

The cute lunatics being kept in the barrier for their own safety start shouting in excitement. A few of them start attacking the barrier with the attacks bouncing and hitting other demons, which causes even more fights to start.

Meanwhile, the demon that started it all presses the face against the other side of the barrier opposite Dennis and starts cursing at him.

We leave ten minutes later when Dennis and Aaron run out of insults.

The entire time as we walk away, the group of Easy difficulty demons keeps shouting after us and calling out their victory, while within the barrier, some of them are still fighting each other.

            


Chapter 875 - Our modus operandi


                Ever since I found myself here, I’ve had this feeling, like someone’s watching me, and the more time has passed and I’ve had the opportunity to examine things, the more I’m beginning to suspect that it’s the one winged wyvern.

With Rulers likely to interfere, I repeatedly wonder what the plan is. Right now, it seems like most of the attendees are being used as hostages to keep the Rulers in check.

But even though this wyvern seems to be at least as powerful as a Ruler, I wonder if it could truly face someone like Wrath or Greed. Which also invites the question: why hadn’t either of them killed the wyvern, be it alone or with help, in an effort to move on to the next floor of Beyond?

The only thing I can think of to explain it is that the wyvern had thousands of years to set up its domain and make it incredibly powerful in the process, to the point where challenging it within its domain would be suicide even for a squad of Rulers. After all, I’ve been told that wyverns are domain specialists.

When the wyvern was killed by Pride so he could pass onto the next floor, it’s possible that the domain was heavily damaged in the time it took the wyvern to revive, making the next challenges against the wyvern easier.

So, all of this is likely running on a timer. I don’t think the Rulers are going to allow the wyvern to build up such a powerful domain again, not here on Xyphos, and if pushed, I think they’ll even sacrifice the attendees in the process.

It depends on how valuable Xyphos is to them and how much they don’t want the wyvern to be free. They can’t move freely, though. At any moment, a certain cockroach might exit the Labyrinth with a new heart beating in her chest.

It’s a huge mess all around, and I really have to wonder why the Ruler of Diligence would have done this.

I put those thoughts on hold and sigh. It’s fun to blame it on him, I have to say. It’s actually very fun. For a being as old as him, a few years of a few thousand people blaming him for stuff is likely nothing, bearing no consequence other than the annoyance that he can’t even use it as an excuse to kill me or something.

I like these kinds of games. The ones where I test how far I can push before I see consequences.

I am someone who proudly calls himself an asshole.

Still, I really can’t bring myself to envy him, considering what he has to deal with. If it were me, I know I would’ve been much more radical and attempted to deal with it through sheer force. And yet, the Ruler of Diligence continues to try his best, following the code he must have set for himself once he became a Champion on Myrra’s and Eris the Matriarch’s world.

Out of all of the Rulers I’ve met, that ant is among the most normal, and that’s saying something, given the fact that he’s a giant house pest. It almost makes me want to try to help him out of pity, and because I know his code would force him to pay it back.

That occupies my mind for the moment, along with the wyverns’ domains. I wonder if these existed pre-system or if the wyverns became domain specialists after learning to bend mana to their will as the system spread.

Other parts of me watch Tacita, Dennis, and Fuci playing around, all three of them pushing their speed to the limit.

Dennis is very fast in any single burst that takes him in a straight line, though it takes him some time to recover his bearings. I suspect it’s the result of all his stats and his skills being stacked into that single burst, meaning that his thoughts can’t really keep up. I notice it, but when he moves so quickly, it seems almost like he’s pre-programmed his body to manage itself while his mind catches up to his movements.

There are advantages to that incredible speed, but it has its weaknesses too, though he won’t be likely to encounter many able to keep up with it. When he moves like that, his speed almost reaches Tacita’s level when she goes full out.

But in the end, that’s all there is to it. It’s a single, short burst. Tacita can maintain that speed for dozens of seconds. She can maneuver instead of just shooting off in a straight line, and her mind can keep up with it on pure instinct alone.

Ridiculous, I say.

[Selective Adaptation - lvl 19 > Selective Adaptation - lvl 20]

Reading the notification that suddenly popped up, I use the tip of Veto to stab my arm again, watching as it locks [Selective Adaptation] once more.

As the dagger locks the skill, the skill tries to fight back and adapt. Even though it’s only locked for a minute, I’ve come up with a theory that after hours of repeating this process, I should be able to forcibly level the skill by abusing this feedback loop. It even broke through the bottleneck, so it should become easier to level up now, and I certainly have the time.

Xyphos is quite a large planet, I suspect that it’s much bigger than Earth, and yet we’re still coming across barriers with Easy difficulty attendees inside, making me suspect that many of the attendees were simply clustered together. The corporations, meanwhile, have been sneaking around, mostly meeting with Hell difficulty attendees who’ve been moving freely through the incredibly hot desert, though they rarely visit those locked inside the barriers.

I wonder what these five corporations think of this whole situation. Are they powerful enough to put pressure on the Rulers by making use of the structures behind them, or are they just sitting there quietly and hoping things don’t get any worse? And in the end, how can we abuse this to our advantage?

There isn’t much value we could have, but we have one clear advantage: the system shop for tutorial attendees isn’t available outside of the tutorial.

Surely there are certain materials or items these people are interested in. Maybe they’d even be willing to give an attendee items to sell, even if they only get 10-20% of their value, just to get their hands on certain items or materials.

So, the adventures of Group 4 continue as we make our way toward the remaining members, who have somehow ended up much further away than the others.

The hours turn into days as we make our way over to them, not meeting any enemies other than the heat and the corporations landing in their ships nearby to engage in trade.

Our modus operandi remains the same.

We want information. As much as possible, and we’re willing to trade one of Lily’s trademarked 3.2 healing marks.

Yes, marks, multiples even. For better information, obviously.

Sometimes we ask about wyverns or the gods, and even though such information is very valuable, we get bits of info for a few marks Lily places on whatever targets they bring. In other cases, we ask for water and other supplies, which we often share with attendees trapped in the barriers to make more progress toward the unofficial quest that’s been issued by Diligence.

Of course, our trades always end the same way.

The corporations leave. Tacita reappears from her field with more shiny loot from the ships she snuck into, and all of Lily’s healing marks get triggered by the scratches she’s caused in the process.

The ‘if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it’ mentality remains as relevant as ever, and the more we use this strategy, the more proficient we become.

After about the tenth time, I begin to suspect the corporations either aren’t sharing information with each other or they actively can’t. Although Sophie brings up an even more probable reason: it’s possible that each group we meet is acting as an individual cell trying to get some stuff from attendees ‘off the record,’ which is why no one we meet talks about how his buds made this trade and marks mysteriously triggered.

Sometimes corpos notice the marks vanishing and return to complain, but even here, we have a plan.

Simply put, how could we help them? The trade is done. It’s their fault for not restricting their test subject, and it must have damaged itself somehow. We have warned them about how the mark triggers, and they even watched the process and confirmed the mark’s placement.

Not wanting to pick any fights, they leave because of the shadow of a certain black ant threatening corporations not to mess with the attendees.

Among the information we get is that Starless Sky was, as we already knew, one of the Godkings, the most powerful of the gods. The hierarchy generally ranks them as Godkings, gods, and then demigods.

Godkings are usually the oldest and most powerful, with Starless Sky representing the concept of a sky devoid of stars. In rumors, one of his powers makes navigation near impossible, and this is where we wind up needing to have a long conversation.

Sophie says it is because early civilizations used stars as markers to travel vast distances. Tess mostly agrees, though she thinks that it’s because if there are no stars, there isn’t any light, and without light, you can’t orient yourself.

They have a short, stubborn battle between themselves, fighting over that small distinction.

Once they are done, we theorize the extent of those powers. I suspect it might make teleportation nearly impossible, with a possible mental component that causes people to move in the wrong directions or have trouble estimating distances.

Dennis mentions it could affect time, perhaps by dilating it in some way, which causes most of us to look at him in confusion. Then he calls us all idiots, telling us that we tend to measure the passage of time by the cycles of day and night, and that without light, it might change our perceptions. He gives an example of how, when you are inside pure darkness, the passage of time is nearly impossible to estimate.

Izzy asks if it means the Godking might slow down time or our perception of it, which is where I share my experiences with thought acceleration.

Our healer wonders if no stars means no heat, likely being tied to the concept of an entirely dark, cold universe. And that mostly matches what I saw before the game ended.

Another piece of information is that the Starless Sky died in a fight against a dozen or so Rulers during the System War, as they schemed against him to claim the incredible system rewards killing him offered. In the end, his death later led to the erasure of all elves, whom he was protecting along with a few more gods.

Apparently, only the Ruler of Justice is rumored to be still alive from the group that killed him, while no longer bearing the position of a Ruler.

All this information makes my fingers tingle the more we learn.

And now we are, for the first time, meeting with the Aurate Consortium, and these people are clearly at a very different level from the previous corporations. Their ship is huge, heavily defended, and the mora woman who speaks with us is accompanied by an Adjudicator whose form is entirely hidden under a black jumpsuit.

Tacita doesn’t even try to sneak onto the ship and stands nearby, giving us a signal that it’s going to be impossible.

The mora, who introduces herself as Raga, continues in our conversation, “While I’m surprised you know that much about Starless Sky already, I have to disagree with the information you’ve mentioned and what the other corporations told you. According to our company records, Starless Sky died in battle against nine Rulers, not a dozen. He killed eight of them, and only the Ruler of Justice survived back then. The Ruler of Justice then gifted the greatest shard of the dead Godking’s Elysian Frame to Pride before disappearing from the records.”

“Did he by any chance die after challenging Pride?” I ask.

“Not to my knowledge.”

“Weird,” I mutter.

Lily brings confused Raga’s attention back to her as she asks one of the questions we prepared in the group: “What does it mean to bear a god’s stigma?”

“I can’t reveal such information due to our company’s policies, but I believe you might find a corporation willing to shine a light on it,” Raga says. “But… if Mister Nathaniel Gwyn would be willing to trade a ‘black mana’ orb with us, I might be able to share such information.” As Raga says it, my own blank voice sneaks in to replace whatever fake name she gives “black mana.”

“Kindness has black mana as well, get it on your own,” I say.

“That is indeed correct, but we like to make comparisons between all persons capable of using it, and so far we have been able to gather data from over 90% of bearers that have appeared in…” Raga pauses and then smiles, “…let’s say a very long time.”

“Still no.”

“That is unfortunate. A mid sized vial worth of your blood?”

“No.”

“One of your eyes?”

“No.”

“A sample of your flesh, bone, and hair?”

“No.”

“If the price is a concern, we can increase the scope of information we offer in exchange.”

“I just don’t think I should be sharing much of anything with you,” I say after taking a glance at the Adjudicator.

Raga gives that typical mora smile, which feels even wilder, taking into consideration that she is twice as tall as any of us.

She gives a short bow. “In that case, I will take my leave. I thank you for a pleasant conversation, and Lady Lily’s healing mark will not be needed at this time. Please don’t feel like you owe us anything, as this was not my intention. We shall meet again soon, now then.”

Raga walks up to the ramp, and the Adjudicator stays behind with her head turned toward Lily, whom she seems to have been watching the entire time. At the top, as she’s about to enter the ship, the mora turns around, narrowing her eyes in a mix of curiosity, surprise, and annoyance as she stares at the Adjudicator.

The mora hisses something, and a short pulse shoots from her, bouncing off the core embedded in the middle of Kindness’s clone.

Only then does the Adjudicator turn around, walk up, and under Raga’s eyes, enter the ship, after which she follows her.
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Chapter 876 - What is it planning?


                We find Maya and Min-Jae inside a barrier with 20 or so Easy difficulty lynthari. I feel my head beginning to hurt the moment I see those cat-eared, cat-tailed, overly curious, and uselessly tall creatures.

Apparently, it’s pretty easy to enter the barrier, you just need to push a little bit, so we enter as well. The feel of the air inside is like traveling from a sauna into a well air conditioned room. Well, if said sauna were at risk of setting you ablaze.

Looking down at the ground, I see a few barrels filled with water and food that the lynthari are still chewing.

“We bought some resources from the corporation we met along the way and shared them with these guys,” Min-Jae says after greeting everyone as we awkwardly shake hands.

I notice the Korean boy is already getting taller than me and make sure to recheck a few times, even looking to see if he’s wearing some kind of platform shoes. But there’s just no trick to it. He’s just gotten taller.

Well, his mana reserves are trash, so that is still an overwhelming win for me.

There are a few missing days in Maya’s memory and that of the uselessly tall boy as they tell the others about what happened and about how they ran into the Labyrinth in an attempt to hide from the Adjudicator.

Everyone automatically blames it all on Lissandra. Deservedly so. But there’s something different about this. Both Maya and Min-Jae feel… off? It’s difficult to describe, so I run checks over them multiple times and compare their signatures to their previous ones. And, of course, even then, my cursed [Perception] skill refuses to level up.

Still, I find them the same, just stronger. Especially Maya feels sharper, more determined, and directly stronger than before. Meanwhile, Min-Jae is… I don’t really know. He’s also slightly different or something. After all, I’m no expert here, so I watch Izzy as she checks them over, I am sure she’s in the best position to do so. Her [Empathy] and her personal knowledge of them will take care of that, and I am sure if something’s wrong, she’ll let us know.

Meanwhile, I continue to perform checks trying to confirm that they’re not mimics, possessed, or ghosts, or something like that.

During it, Min-Jae sits next to me and, annoyingly so, without him realizing it, he’s sitting on a boulder even taller than the one I’m sitting on, leaving him even taller than before.

“The checks you’re running on me are getting more and more intrusive,” he says with a slightly tired smile.

“I want to be sure,” I tell him.

“I know,” he nods, pausing for a while before carefully asking, “And what if I wasn’t me? What if I am a copy or some monster that killed the real me?”

For a while, I pause as well, giving it a thought before saying, “If something killed you to take your place, I would kill it. If you were already dead and had come back as a copy of yourself, I have no idea.”

“Would you hesitate at all if my killer behaved and looked like me?” Min-Jae asks.

“I would make it quick.”

For some reason, he nods, as if confirming something. As he stands, he says, “I think I wouldn’t be able to do that.”

“That’s okay.”

He adds with a smile, “Yes, I think that’s fine too. Thank you.”

I watch as he leaves me and walks towards the others. My eyes react to my will, burning in my sockets as I watch his back. I watch every slight movement of mana around him. How the ambient mana reacts, how his own mana leaks, and all the imperfections I’ve ever noticed in his mana control.

Even then, I find nothing, so I blink a few times, and my eyes calm down as I filter out the information I’m taking in and restrict it a little, something I’ve been doing ever since Lissandra broke Elian’s spy glasses.

Instead, I look past the barrier around us and over to the white glowing dome encompassing the entire planet. As always, I observe individual parts of it, still careful not to overwhelm my brain by seeing too much, though as time passes, I peek deeper and deeper.

“Psst, human,” a voice next to me sounds, and I decide to ignore it.

It takes a few seconds until that voice sounds again, “Are you deaf, human? Human. Human. Yes, you with the pretty eyes. Humaaaaaaaaan. Humaaaaaaaaaaaaaaan. Huma-”

“What?” I interrupt and look to my left, where the lynthari girl, maybe 10 years old or so, crouches behind the boulder along with a boy a few years younger.

“Teach me your ultimate killing technique. Our Hell difficulty attendees always said they have one, but refuse to share!” she says.

“No.”

“I thought you would say that. But! I’ll offer Timas as a trade! You can pet his head and scratch his ears. Look, he’s widely considered to be one of the cutest lynthari to ever live!” she says as she pulls the boy closer.

The boy looks at me with big blue eyes, contrasting with his black hair, cat ears, and tail. He blinks a few times and gulps before making a shy smile and twitching his ears.

“Aaaaaa.” In the end, it’s not me, but the lynthari girl who fails to resist and takes him into a hug, rubbing her face against him. “So damn cute!”

As she regains her bearings and lifts her head to talk to me, I’m already gone, teleported away, landing next to Izzy. I place my hand on her shoulder and whisper to her, “I need your help.”

“Sure!” she says without hesitation, and we walk out of the barrier back into the hot desert. Sophie notices us leaving but does nothing to stop us.

Outside, I create an orb, place a mark on it, and sling it around us, and quickly feed it more speed until it whistles loudly as it pierces the air. I gradually stretch it into a sharp, aerodynamic projectile and add weight to it, and the sound it makes starts to change as the speed increases.

When I finally launch it, I add a boost of kinetic energy to it, causing it to crackle in the air, sending a shockwave booming out around us.

Then I wait for a while and look into the distance where it flew with my eyes before nodding and putting my hand on Izzy’s shoulder, at which point she lowers her natural barrier, and I teleport us towards the mark I placed on it.

This place looks like any other spot in the desert, but I look towards the sky as this time I compress mana until it passes the threshold and turns black. Then I launch it towards the sky and wait.

“Nat…” Izzy says in warning, “I hope you aren’t-”

“I am,” I confirm to her.

“Sophie’s going to kill you.”

“Only if she finds out.”

“I’m going to tell her.”

“Well, that is unfortunate,” I say with a shrug.

Together we watch as the clouds in the sky stop moving and an area dozens of miles wide starts to grow darker and darker as the clouds inside begin to concentrate rapidly.

An immense pressure lands on us, making the hair on the back of my neck rise and my body feel cold, as if I were starting to shake with fear. Still, even then, I face that pressure. My own mana blazes into the area, not even trying to resist the pressure directly, but by bending like a tree in the wind as I protect myself and Izzy.

The dark clouds covering the sky as far as I can see are pierced by the bright white light, as a deep, suppressed roar shakes the planet and the clouds above take on the faint shape of a one winged wyvern.

The enormous shape covering what feels like the entire sky speaks, in that way it always does, that the system can’t seem to translate.

I wait for it to finish before saying, “You know I can’t understand. I wanted to ask what you’re planning to do with this place.”

Once again, that sound reverberates, like the sound of a breaking mountain falling into the lake, and this time it sounds annoyed or maybe angry.

“What do you think?” I ask Izzy.

“I-” she starts, furrowing her brow in concentration.

But before she can finish, I let all my mana explode around us, carefully weaving it so that not a drop touches or damages Izzy. It erupts like a blazing flame, swirling into a protective whirlpool as I channel the raw mana to face the presence pressing down on us.

The pressure intensifies as I compress and concentrate my mana. It flickers violently, like a flame fighting off a hurricane or the surface of a lake struck by a shockwave. My mana shifts into a tricolored hue, with white and golden streaks flashing at its core.

For a few long seconds, I feel as though my mana might escape my control at any moment. Yet, I continue to feed it, fully releasing the seal on my Ignition Heart, as I look towards the sky in cold determination. I don’t hesitate or worry and focus solely on protecting the two of us.

Then, as if from nowhere, the pressure vanishes. Released from the crush of that weight, my mana surges outward, expanding and blanketing an area the size of a small city.

It almost looks as if it is over, but as tons of sand rise all around us, the pressure returns with greater intensity than before.

[Eclipse - lvl 74 > Eclipse - lvl 75]

[Eclipse - lvl 75 > Eclipse - lvl 76]

[Weave - lvl 32 > Weave - lvl 33]

[Weave - lvl 33 > Weave - lvl 34]

[Manifestation - lvl 52 > Manifestation - lvl 53]

The area around us instantly turns black and white as I expand my domain, leaving only the colors of mana within. In [Focus], I watch it all happen, regain control of my mana, and quickly pull it back from that wide area to our position. The crown above my head dissolves, adding another huge chunk of mana to the fray.

Again, it’s my mana that moves like a torrential tide, splashing through the space, washing over both of us, and shooting out to meet the pressure. Luminous particles of mana scatter away after each clash, only to be pulled back to me. They merge with everything I’m already channeling, feeding the flood I’ve surrounded us with.

After another five long seconds, the pressure is gone, this time fully, and the voice from the sky speaks again.

I look down to my right at a now pale Izzy, who stands close to me, holding onto my clothes.

My eyes activate to their fullest as I use the full capabilities of my new body. A long wound opens on my palm, spraying out a stream of deep red blood with particles of white and gold swirling within.

“Nathaniel,” Izzy whispers somewhere in the background.

With ease, I move all the mana gathered around us toward the blood, which stretches into the shape of a javelin.

I grab the weapon, one of my legs slides back as I take a stance, and I reach out to throw.

The javelin shoots ahead and disappears immediately, and with it, all of my mana, as I watch as a straight line tears a path through the sky, leaving what looks to be deep gouges in the air. A line of blood red with gold and white peeking from inside, and faint blue and purple leaking out around it.

[Empyrean Lance - lvl 59 > Empyrean Lance - lvl 60]

[Empyrean Lance - lvl 60 > Empyrean Lance - lvl 61]

[Empyrean Lance - lvl 61 > Empyrean Lance - lvl 62]

[Empyrean Lance - lvl 62 > Empyrean Lance - lvl 63]

[Empyrean Lance - lvl 63 > Empyrean Lance - lvl 64]

[Weave - lvl 34 > Weave - lvl 35]

[Weave - lvl 35 > Weave - lvl 36]

[Manifestation - lvl 53 > Manifestation - lvl 54]

Then, there’s silence. Everything feels as if it has stopped moving.

The pressure feels different now, it is as if a heavy weight is pressing down on me while a powerful wind blows against my face, whipping my hair around.

I continue to look up, unblinking and without hesitation, as the clouds weave themselves back together again. They erase what remains of my attack, they become denser, forming a dark shape of a one winged wyvern formed out of clouds that lowers itself to the ground, with its building-sized head coming to a stop right in front of me.

That voice, akin to breaking stone and thunder, sounds again, this time deep and deliberate.

“I don’t know what you’re saying, and honestly, I don’t think I give a fuck anymore,” I answer and take a step forward. “I came here to speak, if only because I think even you have to acknowledge that your ass would still be rotting on the 12th floor without me.”

I take another step, making sure to stay between Izzy and the clouds.

“Yet, here you are, behaving like an ungrateful dick. Like total fucking trash. Sure, push me around, play these silly games to pressure me or whatever form of tactic you think this is, but do not fucking mess with my people.”

That deep voice vibrates, and the clouds reach closer, almost touching me, so enormous that it almost won’t fit in my field of vision.

“I said I have no idea what you’re saying, but I do know a bitch when I see one,” I mutter, feeling blood in my mouth as I give a smirk and stare the clouds down. “How did it feel, having to rely on her to get out? Not even a human, but the imitation of one, created by the system.”

One of my eyes bursts open, and I close it.

Both of my hands twist, stretching until they break and contort in ways they probably shouldn’t.

“So scary,” I say, pushing through even as my tongue explodes inside my mouth.

Amused by that, I give a smile, showing my teeth as blood flows from the corners of my mouth down to stain my shirt.

The clouds freeze as they stand. A loud roar follows as they spin around us before shooting back towards the sky.

Just a second later, everything is back to normal as if nothing ever happened.

The temperature within my body increases as I use the heat from the still unsealed Ignition Heart. That heat activates my Heat Resonance Restoration passive, which spreads through my body and heals me faster with the rise in temperature. With how high the heat generated by my heart can be, I’m healed very quickly.

My tongue regrows inside my mouth, giving me an extremely odd feeling. My arms twist and snap back together. Thanks to my low constitution, the healing is near instantaneous. The problem is with my traits. My eye, the function of my body as a mana vessel, and my blood take longer, clearly showing just how high-grade their tiers are.

But as always, I don’t need them. Even if I lost everything, I possess enough confidence and arrogance to know I’d still be doing just fine. I gained all of this myself. I control it all, and it’s the result of my own mind and effort.

Only once I feel more restored do I glance at Izzy with a question: “So what do you think? What is it planning? Should we try to ditch this planet as quickly as possible?”

Izzy looks at me with an expression that makes me add with a smile, “Don’t worry.” I reach out and caress the top of her head as I once did years back on the 3rd floor. “It was just playing with me. It hates the system and humans, so I was expecting that reaction, and I was fairly confident it wouldn’t kill me, because of Liss and Diligence.”

“You know I’m not a child anymore,” she says and tries to push my hand off her head, but I reinforce my body and continue petting her.

“How cute, our little Izzy is an adult now,” I tease her, but through our touch, I sense something, so I ask, “What happened to your Burning Blood?”

“It changed and evolved.” She gives up and, with the expression of an angry kitten, stares at me. “It’s Glacial Veins now, and it cools down my body because of Noodle’s evolution, and that’s a good thing, now that our fragment is a part of us, and threatening to cook us alive.”

“That is cool, you’ll have to let me test it. And, so, the wyvern?”

She gives up, “I think it just wants to leave, Nat. It’s so tired and angry… for now, it doesn’t want to cause trouble, I don’t think. But once it is free…”

“Well, that will be someone else’s problem then. Just like Starless Sky.”

“Aren’t you worried about how it could affect us?”

“You know my feelings.”

“Maybe.”

“Maybe,” I snort and let go of her head. “First, we’ll have to clean up our own backyard… or, to say it more accurately, empty the septic tank. We’ll just have to take care of the rest later. You have to start thinking longer term, Izzy. Just like my sister apparently has.”

“Are you going to start talking about how cool she is again?” Izzy sighs as I start walking towards our group.

“Yup.”

“You want to walk back and talk about silly stuff to calm me down before we return to the others.”

“Yup. Is it working?”

“Perhaps.”

            


Chapter 877 - Four requirements


                As I watch yet another corporate ship leave, I begin to wonder where all these promised Champions and Absolutes even are. I’m pretty curious about them, actually.

I strongly suspect that the mora, Raga, might be a Champion, maybe even an Absolute, though it’s hard to say. That mora also had her own shiny ship with no one else on board other than an Adjudicator, even if it’s possible she had more of them there.

Otherwise, the corporate rats we’ve met aren’t all that powerful. Well, I mean, they tend to be over level 400 and have multiple guards of a similar level, but I’ve never felt pressured by them. Sure, combat would be dangerous; after all, I’ve had a mere three years in the system, while they’ve probably had centuries or more. But there’s something to be said for growth through adversity, often caused by some mechanic of the tutorial or my own actions.

Plus, Tacita.

Yup, I bet that dexterity lunatic would wipe the floor with most of the people we’ve met before they even noticed. Unlike me, they might be aware that she is fast, but not quite how fast. And if I threw her Veto… well, let’s say I think killing a Champion together wouldn’t be such a problem.

Of course, that applies only to a fresh or average Champion. A proper mid-grade or peak Champion is probably an entirely different beast, closer to an Absolute than a basic Champion. But even then… if they had a weakness Tacita or I could exploit…

If. If. If. If my corgi had wheels, he would be a bike.

I let these thoughts amuse me as I endure Sophie’s angry gaze, even as she burns holes into me after Izzy immediately told her what I did. I also got shouted at. Though maybe the blood on my clothes told on me as well.

These Martinez sisters are sticking together stronger than ever before, and it makes me wonder if Sophie could really have told Izzy the thing she told me when she was trapped in my mental space.

That reminds me, it’s been a while since I had an intruder in my mental space, and it feels nice. Though with the amount of jinxing I’ve indulged in as of late, something’s bound to happen soon. Be it corporations kidnapping me for my traits or gaining a new intruder in my mind.

While group 4, also known as the Angry Kittens, as Aaron telepathically reminds me, begins work on the substitute floor quest, I feel a hint of sad nostalgia. That’s just the best I can describe it.

Every one of them went off to do their own stuff in a way that shows they know where they’re best suited to help out and what role fits them. They make reference to inside jokes I can’t help but feel left out of, as I wasn’t there when they came about.

We find an area where multiple ships belonging to different corporations have landed and begun to dig a hole to create a large underground structure to shelter Easy, Normal, and the occasional Hard difficulty attendees.

None of it feels like a permanent solution, and it doesn’t have to be, after all, Diligence is just giving us something to work on so we don’t have to think too much. He probably thinks everyone’s the same kind of workaholic as him.

The Angry Kittens join the corporate staff and other attendees who’ve gathered here to help with the construction, sometimes going to meetings to plan out how best to bring the attendees here. Some even run or fly around to map out their locations and the like.

Trading starts too, with each side trying to scam the other, and I notice there are a few places where even Hell difficulty attendees can sit down for a rest.

I’m suddenly reminded that not everyone can stay in this heat for hours or days at a time, even if they are from Hell. Either they start running out of the mana they need to maintain their skills, or the mental wear of constantly using them begins to show. Some have even taken to wearing special clothes with tubes and cooling liquid flowing through them.

Standing on one of the dunes with the heat all around me, I watch them move into domed barriers and occasionally even into the hangars of ships. I look down at my scarred arms and my casual clothes.

I don’t even remember the last time I wore proper armor, much less any sort of gear, and yet almost everyone here has some.

However, even as I think that, there are monsters with incredible defenses that don’t even have to pretend to try to defend themselves against the heat. Their bodies just endure it all.

Lily, and to a point, Dennis, with his doubled stats, handle it better than most. Izzy, too, thanks to her evolved trait, which must be serving as some sort of coolant flowing through her body. Noodle also seems to be enjoying the heat, always moving to rest where it’s hottest, and Blackie, encased in his red armor, just stands there like a statue, scaring people.

As Lily gets pulled into the barrier and Maya puts her in a chokehold, much to Lily’s confusion, and Dennis gets into yet another fight with Min-Jae over something they found while I was in the Beyond, I just stand there.

I start to get the feeling that I don’t belong here until Tess climbs onto my dune and taps me on the shoulder.

When I look at her, she seems to have read my mind. Like she’s some kind of Izzy 2.0.

She grabs my hand, pulling me towards the others.

“Sometimes, you think way too much,” she says simply, and then I hear Dennis complaining about where I was, how I’ve been slacking off, and telling me to inform Kim that, since he and Aaron are now combined, he is, for some goddamn reason, effectively twice as tall as before because of some weird logic.

 







 

While sitting inside the barrier, I open my eyes and look at the training pyramids floating all around me. It’s the evolved version of the training I called “evil orbs” Lissandra once taught me so long ago.

Ever since then, I’ve been training my mana shaping with them as much as possible. Now, my efforts are interrupted by a notification.

[Mana Manipulation - lvl 84 > Mana Manipulation - lvl 85]

It feels almost weird to read it out of combat, though cases like this are more common than what I’ve been doing.

“Anything happen?” Min-Jae asks, with hundreds of metal orbs floating around him in dizzying patterns. Uninterrupted, they continue their motions even as he talks.

I shake my head and reread the notification before closing my eyes and concentrating on my mana sense and the pyramids I train with.

It’s impossible for us attendees to become a Champion inside the tutorial. One of the requirements specific to us is to complete the tutorial. It’s something the system forced in at the start, and that hasn’t changed, even as the Rulers, led by Ruby and their own intentions, replaced the original tutorial with its current version.

I think it kind of makes sense. After all, you have to be a Champion, a Champion of somewhere or something. That title remains even if Earth were to be destroyed and that connection severed. The system likes its themes. Connecting, I mean. Connections between master and disciple. An Absolute connected to a planet. Connecting two planets together in pairings, and so on.

Another requirement to become a Champion is three active skills at level 85 or higher, which I’m almost tempted to call an easy task, and only rarely realizing just how ridiculous that feat is.

The third requirement is to become a master of your subclass.

The fourth is a level over 450, meaning you must have upgraded your primary class.

And that’s it. Simple, isn’t it?

Becoming a master of your subclass is difficult on its own, nothing ever tells you how. You just have to hope you lucked out, picked correctly, and learn to enjoy the support of your subclass in everything you do.

Three level 85 skills… that’s what a Champion must have. I have been told by Doc that most beyond attendees never even break through the bottleneck between level 69 and 70 during the tutorial, and sometimes it takes them decades back on their home planet to raise a skill up to 80, if they ever do.

And even then, 5 to 10 is the average number from each planet that ever fulfills the requirements to become a Champion.

Of course, the older the planet, the more time people have to reach that level. But that also means the planet is powerful and likely has no true danger forcing that kind of growth. These people then often leave and become Champions somewhere else, that’s another option, apparently. Then there is internal strife, pairings, and other situations that often reduce the number of Champions or candidates on each planet.

5, 10, 20, it doesn’t really matter much, honestly. But it is interesting to think about.

I open my eyes, knowing that I won’t be able to fully concentrate again with how giddy I am about the increase in skill level. So, I separate a part of my mind to lounge around and let the bulk of my mental capacity focus on training.

“Lily,” I shout, calling to our healer.

Sitting near us, with her back resting against Maya’s, she lifts her eyes off Fuci in her lap, who is biting her fingers, and asks, “What?”

“Starting now, you breathe manually,” I say.

Even without turning, Maya groans, annoyed.

“I bet I could hold my breath for hours if I wanted,” Lily says with a smile.

“Of course, air is mainly there to supply the brain,” I answer.

Min-Jae chuckles, but Lily doesn’t even hesitate as she continues to brag, knowing exactly how to hurt me.

“Did you know there’s this chemical your body releases when it thinks you should feel tired? And some other stuff built into your muscles that eventually runs out? I met a few attendees with traits that suppressed those things and supported the generation of some other sort of chemicals. At least, that’s how I think they explained it at the Academy. I bet if I tried, I could mimic it.”

“That’s not even a reaction to what I said.”

“Also, what do you think of this?” She smiles, and quickly her eyes change color. Her left one turns gray, and the other turns brown.

“Show-off.”

“And this?” Lily’s hair turns white, and two horns grow from her forehead while her eyes switch color to red. The false Demon heart she’s been working on beats, distantly mimicking the real thing.

At that, the golden ferret on her lap freezes and twitches, quickly squirming out of her hands. Fuci hops a few paces away, stands on its hind legs, and looks at Lily in confusion.

All the changes revert back, but even as Lily reaches out her hand, Fuci refuses to come back to her. Instead, the ferret jumps in the way they move when startled, not directly straight, but with its body turned slightly diagonally, and it retreats over to Tess, climbing onto her and up to the top of her head to nestle into the blonde hair it has been amazed by since it first saw her.

Tess doesn’t even move or let it bother her, and instead continues to watch something far up in the sky.

“Maybe if you learn to turn into a ferret, Fuci will come back to you,” I say.

Lily rolls her eyes and leans back, pushing Maya, who reaches back and playfully slaps Lily’s head a few times until they settle down.

Five minutes later, the surface under the barrier ripples as a signature I recognize pushes its way inside. The not fully accepted, if honorary, member of The Boys.

Savant, of course, already knows about us, so he makes his way toward us and sits on a boulder nearby, entirely ignoring the manablock chair that’s now sitting free, after Sophie left a while ago.

The cowardly man must know I would’ve unmanifested it the moment he tried to sit on it.

“How good are you at deciphering stuff?” I ask him.

“Decent,” he answers.

I throw him one of the mana stones Tacita stole from the first corporation we met, and Savant catches it.

“Me and Sophie tried, and both of us left some notes there so you can try as well. Just make sure no one sees you with it. You’re an accomplice now.”

Savant looks at the stone, then at me, and for a while, looks at the space outside the barrier.

In the end, he stays where he is and gets to work.

            


Chapter 878 - Good ant


                While Tacita holds Fuci so it can’t try to go back to Lily and Tess, I, Savi, and Sophie get to work on the encrypted stone. Tacita spends the whole time watching Savant, whom she still clearly doesn’t like very much. Though at least she is not trying to stab him outside the tournaments, where it generally seems to be her favorite way of passing the time.

The Ruler of Cowardice, a man who, as it has been rumored, would turn into the Fragments of Eternal Cowardice upon death, the most cowardly person since the System Wars–yes, I still remember the way he forfeited our duel–is the same as always.

“You and Sophie have been going about it all wrong. Rather than trying to get around the defenses and use the existing point of entry, it’d be easier to simply erase the defenses. Even if you do have to be careful so that the process doesn’t destroy the information,” he says.

“So what? You just absorbed the defenses or the knowledge out of the stone?” I snort.

“Something like that,” he says.

“Bullshit. There’s no way your [Absorption] works in such a weird way.”

“It’s a very versatile skill.”

“The fuck it is. Tess! Come here, declare this stone deciphered or something,” I call out to the blonde.

“I’m busy!” she calls back and then returns to sparring with Maya inside the temporary arena we’ve created.

“So you’ve entirely extracted the knowledge?” Sophie asks.

“I haven’t, but I used the progress you made and did-”

“Oh come on, stop being so mysterious. You already saw what we did and, from listening around, know like half of our skills. It is not like we’ve tried to hide it,” I groan in annoyance.

The green-eyed man returns my gaze, narrowing his eyes, and I can see thoughts spinning in his head. He looks towards Sophie too, who just shrugs.

In the end, he gives up. “I used my [Absorption] and [Severance]. I won’t be explaining exactly how, but the names of the skills should give you an idea of what I did.”

“What level are you?” I try my luck.

But there, he decides to stay quiet, so I do not even try to push it.

“What have you gotten out of it so far? Did you search for keywords?” I ask.

He nods, returning to look back at the mana stone, with cables still attached, now lying on the table in between us, surrounded by many inscription circles and a few fields we’ve set up.

“I’ve been searching for any mention of the gods and rulers,” he says, “but I didn’t get very much, and there are multiple levels of encryption, especially when it comes to this sort of information. I think you’d need a specialized Champion or an Absolute to break it, and honestly, it makes sense for corporations to safeguard their information.”

Sophie and I wait as he pokes the stone. “Pale Titan is suspected of being a Demigod. Demigods don’t have an Elysian Framework, sometimes known as a Divine Framework. Instead, he has a Divine Heart.”

“Huh, wouldn’t that make the Black Mana God a demigod?” I ask.

Savant, already knowing about some of that stuff we shared with him, shakes his head. “I think it’s more complicated than that. The Pale Titan is likely the descendant of a god, while the Black Mana God wasn’t a descendant, but born from the concept, or whatever black mana is, only lacking an Elysian Frame. No one born normally can become a god, and new gods haven’t been created ever since the System War.”

“Some Empyreans had a Divine Heart as well, so that would make them demigods. Maybe that guy, the replica of the Last Elf used to awaken Starless Sky, was a demigod as well,” Sophie says.

“Very likely,” Savant nods. “There was also information that it was likely Pride and Kindness who developed a means of shattering the Elysian Frame and killing gods that had, until that point, been immortal and would otherwise have returned sooner or later.”

“Oh?” I lean closer. “Anything else?”

“Yes,” he says. “Some records called Pride the System’s Champion, or even its Executioner. This is just history most people already know, so it wasn’t strongly encrypted, but during the System War, the original races of the universe almost won. Led by the Black Mana God, the other Godkings, the Dragon Emperor, and the Elven Queen, they were pushing the forces fighting for the system towards the First Dungeon to end it all.”

I know it is not on purpose, but he does a pause that makes it seem more dramatic. “It’s been rumored that Pride waited until the perfect moment. To ensure that the system detected the situation as the highest level threat to its function, whatever that may be, and to start giving the best rewards. Only then did he join in and, over the following years, killed many gods and destroyed allied forces.”

“Oh, that’s smart,” I mutter.

For some reason, Sophie looks at me like I am weird and asks, “Anything on Justice?”

“Nothing, but it does mention that there were more Rulers like that during the System War. Hate, Vengeance, Grace, Devotion, and…” he pauses. “Ruler of Oblivion too, the rest I wasn’t able to pull out, but there’s probably a lot more.”

“Ruler of fucking what?” I feel my eyes widen.

“I almost reacted the same when I read it. It just sounds-”

“Too fucking powerful?”

“Something like that,” Savant agrees. “After the System War ended, the system pruned it down to the 14 we know now. While it didn’t, or was otherwise unable to take the powers of the other Rulers, they either died out or are still somewhere in hiding, waiting for the right time. It’s possible they’re acting as the system’s safeguard against the current Rulers, kept in the background and sometimes given their own system quests.”

I look towards the sky and send a prayer towards Diligence.

Dili is indeed a good ant, and I am sorry for causing him trouble, as that poor guy likely deals with more than my feeble, mana deficient self can imagine.

“So, if a Ruler outside of the current 14 we know dies, they likely aren’t replaced… or maybe they are. Hell, maybe the system’s been keeping a bunch of hidden cults and families around to pass on the title of said rulers, while hiding it from everyone. Who knows. But if the Rulers outside the current 14 aren’t being replaced, that means the ones that are still alive are veterans of the System War and would probably smoke most of the current ones, with the exception of maybe Charity, Greed, and Wrath, and obviously Pride.” I sigh and lean back.

“Then…” I say and pause, “Wait. Dili is a good ant. I bet on his planet, he would be very dangerous. You remember how the Colony shared powers with him on the 4th floor, right? Imagine how much he could get now. But anyway, with Pride messing stuff up, Ruby messing stuff up, Lissandra messing stuff up, the one winged wyvern messing stuff up, and Starless Sky messing stuff up, we might soon have System War 2: Electric Boogaloo.”

There’s a quiet moment until Sophie says, “We’re talking about beings that are very, very ancient. Soon might mean a few hundred years.”

“That is possible,” Savant says, letting go of a mana stone. “Obviously, there are still gods and likely a godking or two hiding somewhere, the Last Elf and his many replicas, especially the Prime replicas. And from the historical data, it seems that dragons and wyverns have been suspiciously quiet for a long time.”

“Before we start pitying the Rulers and stuff, we should remember that Earth is currently caught up in a Pairing, though it, obviously, should not be,” I remind them.

“I don’t think anyone here is pitying the Rulers, Nat.” The mind mage shows no pity at all, unlike my sensitive self, and then asks Savant, “Anything else useful?”

“Not that much, but I’ll try to dig deeper,” Savant says. “Just constant reminders of how impressive the Aurate Consortium is. Did you know they create their battleships out of the body of the Ruler of Kindness? Weapons, armors, they were even able to purify some of the blood and adapt its properties a little to create what they call a Tissue Enhancement and Regeneration Ambrosia that heals you and provably slows aging. Then there are things like warp gates, which require materials with ridiculous levels of durability as a base.”

“That sounds like something Nat would come up with,” Dennis chuckles as he slides over beside us.

(In the next hundred years or so, we’ll be making similar stuff out of Nathaniel’s body.) Aaron shares.

“Nat, your silence worries me,” I hear from the mind mage, and as I look at her, she frowns. “You think it’s cool, don’t you? You’re already thinking about what you’d have done with your body.”

“Perhaps.”

“Imagine,” Dennis spreads his arms, catching even Savant’s gaze to himself, “A dagger made out of Nathaniel’s flesh and bone with his blood flowing through it.”

(It would explode the moment it broke and evaporate you, the opponent, and the city around you!)

“Or, a spear made out of Nathaniel’s flesh and bone!”

(It would also explode upon-)

“Okay, we get it,” Sophie hisses, dismissing him. “Now, show me how you broke through the defenses, and I want to check the data myself,” she tells Savant and reaches towards the stone, putting her fingers on it.

“As I said, you were looking at it the wrong way, if you…” He reaches and puts his fingers next to hers, and then they both delve into the deciphering.

Dennis looks at them and then at me, lifting both of his eyebrows multiple times with a dumb smirk on his face.

Releasing a weak burst of kinetic energy that he, because of his carelessness, only partially redirects, he coughs from the impact, while I use my defensive layer to deflect the projectiles he shoots my way in response.

I ignore these attacks even as I begin to walk away as they bombard my back, and I head towards where Izzy is to observe her Glacial Veins a little more.

 







 

Izzy’s new trait is interesting. As I thought before, it’s basically an extremely cold coolant that regulates her body so the Fragment of Eternal Fire doesn’t burn it. It’s obvious that the fragment either changed or became a bigger part of her, if it had remained a simple fragment, it would’ve been easier to control it.

Here, I have to blame Noodle, though blame is too strong a word. 

Noodle’s a good snake. 

He continues to serve as some sort of storage for Izzy and often throws out any items she needs, all while shrinking and expanding in size.

He’s like a poor man’s version of a Spatial Cache, I would say, even though he can’t store stuff for too long. Things with too much mana or energy are also a no-go, and the same goes for living things. Doing so also restricts the sizes he can shrink or expand into.

But even with all of that, it’s still kind of amazing. Is it rare, or common? Is it not as cool as I think it is?

Sometimes I wonder what this snake actually is. For now, though, I continue to feed him my mana orbs, which he absorbs instead of storing as food. Fuel. Something. I don’t really know.

In exchange, I can study him a little bit. I suspect he has something like the stomach I was offered for my 3rd trait, the one even Elian was curious about.

As for Izzy’s Glacial Veins, of course, we’re working on a way to abuse it. Izzy’s already learned she can cut herself and let her blood drip out as a supercooled liquid. We try to store it in a vial, but we don’t have any capable of keeping up with it, and all of them freeze, shattering in the process.

Lily joins us too, and it freezes her hand as well, but of course, the Lustdozer still continues to move her fingers, breaking them, ignoring the frostbite, and healing herself to deal with it.

The limitations are also clear. If Izzy loses too much blood, the Fragment of Eternal Flame will damage her, and if she uses too much of the fragment, her blood will freeze her instead.

So. Holy fuck.

I bet her 3rd trait at level 400 will be something else.

Myrra also comes to mind, given the way that silly lynthari uses fire and ice to create her Aurora Glass. She could be a nice inspiration and teacher for Izzy. I don’t even need to worry about the lynthari being a bad influence, in fact, I’m pretty sure Izzy would just tame the catgirl instead, wherever she is at the moment.

A bit later, we also learn a bit more from the info Sophie and Savi deciphered.

Apparently, the mora Raga is the Absolute representative of the five corporations present on Xyphos. She’s also one of the Aurate Consortium’s strongest and someone who in the past, could’ve taken the title Ruler of Gluttony if she wanted, yet decided not to, choosing instead to stay with the Corporation.

All of this is so fucked up.

            


Chapter 879 - I totally forgot about


                “If you think about it seriously, who else could she even try to hit on? Everyone hates mind mages, and dating someone weaker than her would always feel just wrong. That doesn’t leave her much choice if she wants someone from Earth,” Dennis declares.

“But Savant?” Lily asks with wide eyes as she slurps on some sort of ramen-like soup.

“Who else?” Dennis asks. “You’ve already got dibs on Nat, and I don’t think she sees him that way. Maybe Jean? I heard from Tess that he’s gotten pretty strong, and there are all kinds of maniacs who’d love that sort of enemies-to-lovers relationship.”

“That’s true,” Lily nods excitedly.

“Derick already has a wife, and Baek is weird, aside from them, she’s already stronger than the rest of the kings,” Min-Jae wonders, sipping on the soupy liquid before chomping on the noodles.

(That’s only if you’re just pairing her up with the men! How about the girls?) Aaron joins.

“I don’t think she swings that way,” Lily shrugs.

(But imagine her with Victoria, Tacita, Leticia, or Klara! And I think Gloria’s plenty strong!)

“And why not you?” Lily asks, causing multiple heads to turn to her.

(What?)

“I mean, you’re a Beyonder, and your mental defenses are high. You probably wouldn’t have to worry about that.”

“Lily, my dear, stop teasing,” Dennis slurps longer than he probably should and pompously addresses the petite healer. “I know I’m handsome, and Sophie is pretty, but… nope, she’s just not my type!”

“So that only leaves Savant?” Min-Jae asks.

“Probably?” Dennis gestures wildly. “I think if she truly wanted to be sure she isn’t subconsciously manipulating anyone, her only options are Nat, Savant, and probably Jean. And if we include the girls, Tacita, Victoria, Tess, and maybe you, Lily?”

Lily shakes her head. “I don’t think my mental defenses are actually that good.”

“So that settles it, Nat, you aren’t interested, right?” Dennis asks.

I just shake my head and quietly eat my noodles.

(Savi it is,) Aaron says excitedly. And I can hear the innocent joy he takes in spreading more gossip. (He is powerful. He’s handsome too and patient. If you think about it, he is just a step below Channeler and a better looker than Nat!)

“But I think Nat’s handsome,” our healer complains, coming to my defense.

(Better looking than both of them?)

She hesitates. “I don’t think so? Channeler’s just too ridiculously handsome, and Savant has a nice face, but it’s not just about the looks either. It’s more about a general vibe created by a combination of looks and personality? And Nat has a really kind smile.”

Dennis, likely Aaron, Min-Jae, and Lily look at me while I do my best to continue eating at least somewhat gracefully so as not to ruin my vibe.

“Nathaniel’s eyes are cool,” Min-Jae says with a nod.

“But he has that vibe where you can’t be sure if he’s going to push you down the stairs or if he’s just this quiet, nerdy guy with a troubled past,” Dennis sighs. “But yeah, unfortunately, too many girls fall for the bad boy type, and his face, combined with his resting expression, looks great on posters and photos. Like, you know, that cool guy you just don’t want to mess with.”

“Yes! That!” Lily confirms.

(What about us? Do you think we are handsome, Lily?)

“Huh? I think so. You can’t go wrong with blonde hair and blue eyes, and you do have a nice face.”

(Give it a few years, and we’ll leave Channeler in the dust. What about Kim?)

The moment she turns to him, Min-Jae turns a bit shy, even blushing slightly, and after a second under her intent gaze, he looks away.

“Plenty of girls during the tournament told me he is cute. And now that he has grown so tall, there’s likely to be many more. And yes, I think he’s good-looking too. All of us are!”

Hearing that, the Korean boy twists his head back to her in surprise, showing he hadn’t ever realized this.

I am already almost out of food, even though I’ve been eating as slowly as possible to keep myself busy and avoid questions. Even now, with just scraps at the bottom of the bowl, I pretend it is a magical, infinite sustenance replicator bowl, full of food as I continue to chew the air in my mouth.

If you think about it, shouldn’t something like that be possible with the help of a little bit of spatial cache magic?

I’ll have to talk to Dili about a business opportunity for the two of us.

 







 

An hour later, my training is being interrupted by shouting and some flares of mana. Curious and done with my most recent segment of mana shaping, I open my eyes and glance towards where five corporate ships are parked and where most of the Hell difficulty attendees from many planets have gathered to cooperate with our efforts to build a base to shelter the lower difficulty attendees.

It goes on for a minute, so as a guy who would totally stand near the river and watch it rise during a storm if it took out a few corporate offices, I stand up and head there.

As I get closer, I stop by one of the Hell difficulty thylarin who’s also been watching and ask, “What happened?”

Without even turning to me, he snorts angrily, “Some of the guys from a lumoran Hell difficulty tutorial discovered what seems like a hidden cache while digging. It contained a store of talnium. One of the corporations immediately jumped in and said it was their hideout.”

He spits on the ground, “As if anyone would believe such bullshit. Now they want to fuck off and store it on their mothership before any of the other corporations present get interested.”

“It must be a decent amount if they are acting like that,” I nod with understanding.

“Yeah,” the thylarin nods.

“And why is no one attacking them to take it back?”

“It is a powerful corporation. We don’t know how they’ll react.”

“Questionable Assets Group?”

“No, Meridian Alliance.”

“I mean, wouldn’t Diligence jump in in that case?”

“Who knows what someone like the Ruler of Diligence would do. Surely he doesn’t have time for this kind of stuff.”

“I see.” I nod and take a step forward, passing by him and stepping up onto the landing platform.

The Meridian Alliance guys are already getting on a ship, and their leader is shouting at the lumoran attendees, but I can see that barely hidden smirk. He peacocks himself, pretending to be important, like he is the Meridian Alliance, just because he uses their name. Yet he is just one of their many groups, hell, maybe even a subcontractor.

As the doors of the ship close, I watch it, curious, as it lights up and its weird-ass engines, using a proprietary mix of gravitational energy, some arrays, and crystals, lift up.

I let it fly a bit into the air before my vessel manifests behind my back.

It grows in size, creating just a half-figure manifesting from the waist up, similar to the one Adrian likes to use. Unlike his, mine mirrors all my scars, and instead of a smooth face, it has two eyes replicating my Preeminence Eyes.

The vessel turns dark blue nearly instantly, and with a speed reinforced by the kinetic energy I send rushing through it, it reaches into the air as it expands. Its hand grabs the corporate ship trying to fly away and holds it there.

As the engines increase the effort, my vessel starts to turn tricolored even as the ship fights back with EMP-like pulses aimed to disrupt mana, some corrosive defenses, and other trifling stuff I swiftly deal with. Some attacks pass through and slam against me, only to disintegrate into shiny particles that bounce off the defensive layers covering my skin. Another one hits my face, but the same layer causes it to bounce into the distance.

A stream of concentrated heat surrounds me as it reaches out in an unrestrained stream from the ship, increasing the temperature to the point that the sand around me turns to glass, but I just stand within it.

At my order, my vessel squeezes harder, making the metal of the ship groan as I pull it down even as the engines fight against me and the ship sways in my hold, trying to get out.

This time, I use a pulse of disruption sent through the arm of my vessel and into the ship, whose engines blink and turn off before kickstarting again.

A bit surprised, I watch it and send a few more disruption waves, these ones more concentrated as I peer through my eyes.

More with brute force than mastery, my vessel pulls the ship back, causing the engines to cough like they are about to explode, and I slam it back into the sand, halfway burying it there.

While the ship is still held there, I move closer, letting blood drip from the freshly made gash I’ve opened in my palm and form it into the shape of a long sword with a slim blade. [Empyrean Lance] flickers nearby only to be broken instantly, and its remains surround that sword, almost without having to do anything, as if it were being pulled into my ichor. I stab the sword through the doors of the cargo hold and carve a long cut through them.

Right away, my vessel moves again, shrinking and compressing as its fingers stab into that cut and widen the hole.

Pouring from within, multiple attacks shoot at me, but I either disrupt or tank them with my defenses as my vessel reaches in, searching for the crate I’ve already located. There’s just nothing else with a presence that compares, so I pull it out.

That crate sits at half the height of my waist and is made from some sort of weird yellow wood, but what I feel from inside must be talnium, I recognize the spatial component of the material.

While I disperse my vessel and pull its mana back into me, I jump up and comfortably sit on the crate, setting the sword across my lap while I wait.

Stepping from the ragged hole, an angry human from the Meridian Alliance pulls himself out with two more men in full battle armor, and behind them, more of the same.

Before he can say anything, I start to speak, “Thanks for taking care of my crate of talnium. I hid it there and totally forgot about it.”

“What kind of bullshit is this? Do you even realize-” he begins to shout angrily.

That instantly leads me to write him off as some random goon, someone who’s totally not an important or powerful member of any corporation. For a bit, I listen to his curses, and the more he talks and shouts, the better my mood gets.

I just watch him and feel my lips slowly rise up. When a vein starts to bulge in his temple, I even smile a little and nod seriously in response to his complaints and explanations.

Yet, as much as he barks, he doesn’t do anything. After Diligence’s message, he wouldn’t dare to put a hand on an attendee. He probably could have attacked me before, if only on the pretense that he feared for his life after I caught the ship, but now that I’m sitting here peacefully? After he’s spouted this much bullshit? I truly do not understand how an average Hell difficulty attendee could have fallen for this.

“Got it,” I nod seriously.

The man breathes out, his arms shaking in anger. He tries to hide it, but I can sense the kinetic waves being caused by his movements. His heartbeat, the twitching of his muscles, the changes in his body temperature, it’s all so amusing to watch.

“I will overlook what just happened, so return the Meridian Alliance’s property to me,” he pushes through his teeth.

“Why?” I ask, confused. “There must be some confusion. I told you it’s mine. I just forgot that I’d hidden it there.”

“HOW DOES THAT MAKE ANY SENSE!?” he shouts in anger as he finally snaps, “THIS IS THE REAL PLANET OF XYPHOS, NOT THE TUTORIAL!”

“I don’t know.” I scratch my cheek and look to my left.

There’s already a bunch of attendees gathering around, mostly just listening out of curiosity. And if only to prove that people from Hell aren’t normal, some have already started betting and making fun of the corpos. Some even seem to be getting ready for a fight. One of these, of course, is a demon standing to my left.

“Guildmaster Gwyn,” he says with a smile and a short bow.

“Hey,” I greet him in return, though I have no idea who he is. I don’t think he would be lying to imply he is a member of the Primordial Knights.

Curious, because it just doesn’t fit with the demons’ personality, I ask, “You let them take it?”

“The lumoran that found it didn’t want to share, so we stayed back and laughed as the corpos took it,” he says with that same smile. There are a few other demons standing around, likely from his group, and more nearby, likely from different planets.

“Well, that makes more sense,” I say.

“Are we going to fight them?” he asks.

“I don’t think they have the balls to attack us.”

“I am worried about that as well,” he says, disappointed, his expression as if he is looking at trash. “I could attack them first.”

“No.”

“Just a small attack to provoke them and-”

“I said no,” I repeat.

With his words cut off, he looks back at me, eyes wide and heart beating in excitement, but all of it halts the moment he meets my gaze.

“Maybe next time,” he says a bit sadly after that.

The Meridian Alliance human begins to shout again, and I listen to him for a few more minutes. I find myself really impressed by the bullshit he spews and the creative mind he must have. That talnium must be really valuable.

Then, as they leave without even trying to attack us, I jump off the crate. My vessel manifests behind me again, this time with legs standing as tall as an average velnar. It then grabs the crate, carrying it as I head back to our corner to find Sophie and Savi to find out what’s so interesting about talnium.

            


Chapter 880 - I knew you would do that


                [Acceleration]. That’s one of Tacita’s skills, I think, or something like it. I’ve noticed it a few times before, but the way she can build up speed out of nothing, the signs of the skill activating, and the fact that the longer she runs, the more speed she can gather, are all pointing to it.

Some of these thoughts come from me directly, mostly thanks to my own observations. Others come from training inside my mental space, those 600 days I spent there with Lissandra.

Or was it 601? Yeah, I think something like that.

I’m reminded of that as I watch her just running around and playing with Fuci. Dennis sometimes joins her, and she seems to be equal parts annoyed and unbothered by it. It’s sort of like a swallow watching a young chick trying to fly.

Anyway, I use these thoughts as a distraction. A distraction from Savant and Sophie, who’ve taken to fighting once again, and from the notification I just got a few seconds ago.

[Mana Manipulation - lvl 85 > Mana Manipulation - lvl 86]

This… this is a bit worrisome.

The duo seems like they’ve finished arguing, and now they’re looking down at the crate where the talnium is still being stored. We haven’t even finished fully unpacking it.

The yellow wooden crate is open, but inside it was a green metal crate wrapped in what seems to be a reflective blanket made of silver metal, or something.

Opening the green metal crate, we find another smaller crate. This one is silver in color and has been placed inside a sponge-like pink material that’s extremely good at kinetic absorption. And at this point, you begin to worry if you should continue on to open the silver crate.

We surely did. Each step took us hours of extremely careful examinations and a few trades with corporations nearby, aided by Izzy, who made sure they weren’t pulling one over on us.

So now, even the silver crate is opened, and inside it lie a few vials of a transparent liquid that moves a bit like mercury, and within that is the talnium. The metal is in the shape of loops, exactly like the sort you have in your breakfast cereal. Moreover, talnium looks like a blend of dark gray metal and an obsidian-like stone, somehow perfectly blended together.

And it is as weird as expected.

We have been warned, so all of us avoid using any sort of spatial skills or teleportation marks in its presence. Even the twins’ telepathy reacts a bit unpredictably, so Dennis most of the time stays as far away as he can. Min-Jae, with his gravitational energy, isn’t allowed to so much as reach for it, and every time he wants to take a look at the talnium, he borrows one of Tess’s old eyepatches to cover his implanted gravitational eye.

I wonder, what would happen if Noodle ate talnium? What would happen if you stored talnium in a spatial cache?

And what would happen if you tried to store a spatial cache in a spatial cache?

It’s important questions like these that keep me up at night.

Sophie and Savi come out against my plans to take a piece for experimentation. Their argument against it is pretty strong if I’m being honest. They just have to point to all the defenses on the crates.

Fair enough.

Many times, I’ve heard that the people here harvest talnium, rather than truly mining it, they harvest it. And apparently, the process involves placing a special item at certain very carefully chosen places.

You wait 100, 200, or 1000 years to return, and then there should be some talnium gathered around the item. It is something about spatial resonance and harmonic diffusion, or whatever, which gathers particles of sand over time and causes them to take on this state under their own force.

There used to be natural places like this where talnium gathered, but they were overharvested and were rendered incapable of continuing the process naturally.

So, processes to do so artificially were developed, and there are only certain zones where one might be permitted to do so. Of course, this all needs to be done while hiding your talnium growth device so nobody can steal it.

Interestingly, there are likely hundreds and possibly thousands of devices all over the planet. And more interestingly, plenty of them belong to groups or corporations that have been destroyed over the years, and no one knows their locations. Some might even be hidden after being illegally placed by some higher-up from one corporation or another.

That results in people, every once in a while, finding one of these places where the device has lain for thousands of years, placed by some long-forgotten, erased group or corporation.

I think most of the corporations aren’t even marking where they’ve placed the devices out of fear of espionage, while the information is only ever shared between the higher-ups, leading to the current situation.

I find all of this to be very, very cool. I’m a simple man, I want to take a shovel and go out, try my luck, and dig into the desert to find my very own jackpot. After all, I’m different, surely luck will smile upon me.

As for the crate I forgot I placed here oh so long ago, it’s probably from one of the illegal operations. Harvested, shielded, hidden, and waiting for a ship to come to pick it up, that, for some reason, never arrived.

[Selective Adaptation - lvl 26 > Selective Adaptation - lvl 27]

Another notification appears, and satisfied, I wait a bit and then stab myself in the leg with Veto.

“Earth, calling Nathaniel,” Sophie grumbles.

Without taking my eyes off the notification, I reach out to my subminds, and with a bit of thought acceleration, I quickly replay the past 30 seconds of arguments they’ve been having.

“I agree, we’ll probably need the devices that corpo guy mentioned to be able to safely manipulate the talnium, and even then, we’d probably end up wasting it,” I say.

“What did you even expect from this? You can probably count the people and groups able to use talnium on your fingers,” Sophie sighs.

“Six-armed thylarin have like 30 fingers.”

“You know I meant human. And yes, maybe there are some other things you could do with talnium other than spatial caches, but you’ve heard how expensive those blueprints are,” she says.

“Well, no matter how much they ask, I refuse to sell them my blood, eyes, hair, flesh, or bone. At least until I am confident Lily can make sure they won’t be able to clone me or use it against me somehow.”

“Don’t forget them wanting to trade for your sp-”

“We don’t talk about that, and stop laughing, you asshole,” I interrupt her and turn to Savant. “What do you think?”

“I find it fascinating, and the concept of spatial caches is interesting. But other than that, its greatest value is in its use in constructing the big intergalactic travel gates.”

“That? You could always just learn to teleport. Ruby can easily teleport all over the universe.”

“I think your view of things like that might be skewed. Not to mention she likely needs to place a mark or reach towards that place before she opens a portal there,” Savant shakes his head.

“Yeah, Nat, the universe is kind of big,” Sophie adds.

“Yeah, yeah,” I say, waving my hand, and looking at the vials containing the talnium, I swing my hand down and slap those bad boys to create a satisfying noise.

Both Savant and Sophie jump up while Sophie shouts, “MOTHERFUCKER! I knew you were going to do that. I KNEW IT! And it still scared the shit out of me!”

I nod at that and think that maybe I’ve been getting a bit too predictable as of late.

As I begin to close the boxes one after another and reset the defenses, I ask, “So how much talnium is this?”

Savant gets to answer, “This should be five packets worth, so quite a bit if you consider that to complete the 11th floor quest, you would’ve only needed half a packet per person.”

I look confused, and so does Savant when he sees my expression, but Sophie gets it first. “A packet is around the amount that would fit into one of those tiny pre-workout drink bottles. I have no idea why it’s called a packet, but that’s how it’s measured. For long term storage, you put talnium into bigger vials with more of that weird liquid, as you can see in the crate that you forgot you buried here on the planet of Xyphos.”

“That’s a better answer. Savi, learn from her,” I say, nudging him, and then, deciding to be a good person for today, I add, “Sophie’s smart, isn’t she?” as I try to elevate Savant’s image of Sophie.

In response, I get confused looks from the pair, but having already finished closing the crate and snapping back the last seal, I walk away, leaving the barrier and heading over to a group of demons. Even if they aren’t from the same group or even the same planet, people are starting to gather in groups. Selari with selari, vyssari with vyssari, and other similar clusters, where they can talk things out. I think many feel a bit more trusting when talking to members of their own race, though everyone here knows it makes no sense.

Of course, some people seem content to gather in random groups, often the ones that have already met in Beyond.

The demons are no different, and there are around fifty of them here at the moment. All of them are from Hell difficulty, with maybe 10 to 20 from Beyond. And unsurprisingly, five or so of them are members of the Primordial Knights, who introduced themselves when they barged in just as we were unlocking my crate.

“Guildmaster Gwyn,” these five greet me with excited smiles, coming closer, and some of them even tap my shoulders in a friendly manner.

Some others come closer as well, curious about me. There’s a lot of probing, and almost all of them take a moment to measure their hearts against mine, and I let them sense my heartbeats. I even change the rhythm, opting for a slower, more powerful one, letting more kinetic energy and thermal heat seep out.

There are a few more annoying cases that I pressure with my mana until they finally give in.

By passing out.

The whole time, the five from the group chuckle and even trash-talk the ones that step to the side with their tails between their legs.

With this solved, the lunatics all gather around, and for some reason, Lily’s there as well, standing near me. Her hair is white, her eyes are red, and she’s even made herself a pair of black horns that elegantly grow from her forehead and bend towards the back of her head while parting to the sides. Her fake heart beats, now almost indistinguishable from the real thing.

“What do we do, Guildmaster Gwyn?” she asks me seriously, her voice coming out deeper than usual.

I blink and stare at her for a moment before shaking my head. The demons around begin to nod and call out like Lily.

“What do you want from me?” I snort. “The Great Ruler of Diligence is having such a hard time, and you would give him even more work? I would never.”

“The armory destroyer?”

“But isn’t this all his fault?”

“I don’t care about some Ruler. Do you think he would fight me if I asked?”

“Who?”

My attention is drawn to the muscular demon in the background who asked the last question. Out of respect, I give him a nod, and he returns it before whispering to a demon near him and asking what a Ruler is.

He’s one of the Beyonders present.

“For now, you’re going to stay put. I don’t want to see you causing too much trouble,” I say. “If anything like what happened with the crate of talnium happens again, come to me first. And I’m willing to spar with the ones with primordial energies outside of the common five if there are any. And no, not to the death. You can find me later.”

With that, I turn and leave, with Demon Lily following swiftly by my side. In that same slightly deeper voice, she asks, “You just wanted to tell them that?”

“I kind of had to. Too many of them recognized me, and the five from the guild have been spreading it all over. These lunatics wanted to start doing risky things to show off and prove their worth before trying to challenge me.”

“Huh, really?”

“It’s how they work.” I shrug and ask, “Did you find any vyssari with a wyvern bloodline?”

“Two of them, though it’s not as pure. I can still use it to purify the blood, I have a tiny bit more. I gave them healing marks in exchange.”

“Won’t they try to sell them to the corporations?”

“I made it so they can’t be moved, and they’ll only activate with the owner’s signature. Then I also got vows from them in exchange for adding a few more marks, so I don’t think they’ll try.”

“Sounds good. Then, tomorrow we can start with upgrading my Mana Vessel to the second stage.”

“Your primary class upgrade is going to be scary when you finally get to it,” Lily says.

“It better be.”
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Chapter 881 - That’s truly illogical


                My first reaction to seeing Zant is happiness, followed immediately by a great deal of concern.

“Am I in trouble?” I ask him.

“When are you not, Sir Gwyn?” he asks, not seeming bothered by the extreme heat even dressed in his usual suit. Next to him stands a human man with cold eyes that sweep the area with a gaze that makes it seem as if he can see even further than Tess. And something about his presence worries me. He feels powerful.

“Who’s your friend, Zant?” I ask the tiny guy.

“This is Aant,” Zant says with a short nod.

A quick telepathic communication is exchanged between them, and Aant launches toward the sky at speeds I can barely track.

“Aant seems busy,” I note.

“Yes, Sir Gwyn, he takes his role seriously. Before you ask, he has been called here to assist the First One.”

“I see,” I say, and reaching into my pocket, I pull out a tab of chocolate which I immediately hand to Zant. As he lets his guard down to swiftly unpack it, I create a manabloc chair, grab him, and set him on my knee while he, unbothered, starts nibbling on it.

“How strong is Aant?” I ask.

He gives it a thought for a moment. “He is by far the most powerful out of all of us. He’s almost at the level of a Ruler, and with a few items, he might even be comparable to one.”

“That powerful?” I ask, replaying the cold face of a man in his forties with short brown hair and a fit physique.

“Yes,” Zant nods.

“So what are you doing here?”

“I am supposed to observe and learn and keep an eye on you in case the imitation of Lissandra Hawthorne returns, or the wyverns show any intent of communicating with you.”

“So things have gotten that bad?”

He bites into the chocolate and shakes his head. “It’s not that bad, as neither side seems inclined to cause any unnecessary deaths. I think both parties are simply trying to get the most out of this situation while the other side is preventing them from doing so.”

“Hmm, so the one winged wyvern is calling the other wyverns to free it and possibly Lissandra on one side. Meanwhile, Diligence and Ruby are fighting to keep them both tied to the tutorial since they don’t want them messing with things on the outside?”

“That doesn’t really apply anymore, Sir Gwyn.”

“Can you tell me why?”

He pauses, giving it deep thought. “I think I can.”

Zant snaps his fingers, and the sounds from the area around us drop into silence. All wavelengths, all signatures, all of it disappears while the air around us grows hazy, turning us and everyone around us into a confusing blur of colors.

“You can share some of this with your friends, though I’ll leave that decision to you. Outside the spatial separation field, five wyverns are currently circling Xyphos. The Aurate Consortium has arrived in force and brought some of their highest ranked battleships and a full unit of Arbitrators. They’ve even hired The Magi and The Slayer, both of whom are already on-site. The other corporations have mobilized as well, and one has even gone so far as to deploy the Meridian Unit. Then, to make matters worse, Felix Maro is up there, prepared to manifest the Ruler of Temperance, while the Ruler of Greed and the First One have also made their presence known.”

“That seems like a nice mess. Are they worried about the possibility of Starless Sky appearing here?”

“Yes. The corporations have joined in because their contracts require them to defend Xyphos in such situations and because they have an interest in holding their ground. The Rulers want to stop the tutorial from further breaking so they can go back to a normal state, and the wyvern and the imitation probably want to escape the tutorial.”

“Zant, you’re hiding something from me.”

The tiny vyssari jumps a bit and looks at me with big eyes.

That causes me to smile. “You know what I would do if I were Dili? I know the guy, so I’m pretty confident in my thinking,” I say, grabbing the chocolate from him. I break off one piece to eat before returning the rest to him. “I think Diligence wants to strike a deal with the wyvern. He might even let it go if it makes the right deal or promise. But I think he wants to hurry this up before Lissandra exits the Labyrinth. He wants to sort it out before then and somehow ensure that when she exits, she finds herself still locked on the 12th floor of beyond.”

“That is an interesting theory, Sir Gwyn.”

“Did Dili get a system quest? Is that why he’s putting so much effort into this?”

The tiny vyssari stays quiet, and I almost feel like the bad guy as I pat his back.

“It won’t work,” I tell him.

“Hypothetically speaking, why wouldn’t it work?” He asks.

“Because I think he’s going to need Greed’s help to make that happen, and I don’t think she really has her heart in it.”

“That is an interesting observation. From what I am aware, Lady Greed doesn’t exactly have a good relationship with the imitation, and they’ve threatened to kill each other multiple times.”

“Yes, and I think those feelings are real, and they will leap for each other’s throats one day. Ruby because she hates seeing an imitation walking around with her master’s face, and Liss because Ruby allowed her memory to be used in this way and turned her into an endlessly replicating, lobotomized shadow of herself in the tutorial. And yet, Zant, I still think I’m right.”

“Emotions are confusing sometimes.”

“I know, right?” I smile and tap his back while looking at the sky, which is still blurry from the field around us.

“Sir Gwyn.”

“Yes?”

“I have been observing the situation down here for a while, and I’ve noticed that you and Lady Lily have been experimenting with the help of some of the vyssari, and purifying blood carrying the wyverns’ lineage.”

“Yes.”

“I wonder. You have not asked me for a sample.”

“Zant,” I say, serious, “from all I’ve seen, you’re still young, almost a child, correct?”

“Yes, Sir Gwyn. I was born recently, and I am still considered a child.”

“Asking you for your blood would feel disgusting to me. I don’t mind observing its effects as I did with Izzy, that much is okay. And I realize it’s illogical, after all, given that you’re already so powerful that something like that wouldn’t be likely to hurt you. But even if it’s just a passing whim or my own illogical feelings, I have to say no.”

“That’s truly illogical.”

“Right?” I say, carefully setting him on the ground. “But I’m still arrogant enough to think that I’m the one in the right, so you can work with that. If anyone asks you for your blood, or tries to make you hurt yourself for them, just tell them no and call your older brothers and sisters to beat them up.”

“I think I might just do that.” He nods seriously.

 







 

Later that day…well, there isn’t any day or night here given that we’re on the sunny side of a tidally locked planet, even if I have to wonder how that actually works with this spatial quasi-lock around the planet. Does it let the light in, or did they recreate it somehow? It’s all kinds of weird.

Regardless, according to my calculations, I have another twelve hours before it is time to evolve my trait, and we’ve already begun our preparations.

Of course, most of it’s already planned out, and the others here are just helping me. My head is already shaven, and using the mirror Lily’s holding up for me, I watch as I draw the inscriptions over the surface of my skull.

This set of inscriptions is being inscribed with my own blood, and some of them mimic, to a low degree, what Liss did to force me into thought acceleration. I’ve been given warnings about that, but for now, I’ve decided to ignore them, putting my trust in my mind to handle it.

It takes me a few hours, first to draw the main inscriptions, and then I move on to the smaller nets. Sophie helps in a few places as well. The whole time, Lily patiently holds the mirror without any words to distract me. Somewhere in the distance, Maya is fighting the demons trying to get in here and talk to me, while the rest of the members of group 4 move in between, checking in on the process with curiosity or doing their own things, like training or participating in the unofficial quest.

When the inscriptions on my head are done, I’m about to take off my shirt, but I realize pulling it over my head might, even if the chances are low, since they’ve already been fixed, mess with the inscriptions. So, instead, I tear the shirt off. No one says anything, but I notice some suppressed gasps and weird twitches in the movements of group 4’s members, so I look down at my chest.

Sure, I’m slimmer than usual, and there are plenty of scars, but it isn’t that bad. There’s still an emblem over my heart that I still use to train sometimes. A fragment rests on the back of my pale left hand, and the key to the 6th floor of Beyond is on my right forearm. One new addition is the big burn scar on the right side of my chest over where my Ignition heart is, and radiating outward from it is what one might call a web of scars, burned into my skin. Using it so often at such a high level takes a heavy toll on my body, even if I can control most of its force.

When I twist my right arm and observe it, I have to conclude that I have indeed become slimmer, though there’s no difference in the power I can exert.

“So?” I ask Sophie.

The mind mage just shakes her head and takes a few bottles and a brush. Both of these bottles are filled with a mix of my blood and the most expensive and best mana-conductive paint we could find. During testing, I found out that sometimes such blends are better, and some inscriptions even require different percentages. Mostly when an inscription isn’t as powerful as it should be, and the blood overwhelms it, weakening its function.

Sophie then begins to draw on my back, following the blueprints I made and had checked by her, Savi, and Maya. Out of everyone here, she has the most experience with it and can improvise, though I would say Maya probably still has the steadiest hand, so she’ll be drawing some of the more important parts while Sophie observes.

The whole time, I continue to gather mana, careful not to disrupt any of them. There’s a huge halo floating high in the air above us that I’ve connected to with my [Weave], and I make it spin faster and faster, pulling in as much mana as I can while supporting it with my Ignition heart.

When the inscriptions are done and drying, I’ll use black mana to pull in even more before breaking it apart to extract normal mana. This process is intended to make my Mana Vessel stronger, and the black mana will be used to enhance my Empyrean Ichor.

I will do what I did before. The pressure from my ichor, the Empyrean blood the last elf used, and the purified wyvern blood will force my Mana Vessel to fight back. That’s the only function the blood has here: to put that much more pressure on my vessel.

The possibility of my ichor evolving or strengthening isn’t even a secondary concern. Honestly, I don’t expect it to evolve into anything. At most, it would purify what I already have.

I’ve had to explain it to Dennis a few times. Simply put, I just want to put pressure on myself and on the process, and that pressure will come from the Empyrean and wyvern blood. They shouldn’t affect me in any way other than picking a fight with my Mana Vessel.

My blueprints are very detailed, so it takes a long time, but I patiently sit there like a statue, even halting all my kinetic movement so I don’t disrupt their efforts. Though at some point, I do have to stand so they can paint my legs too.

I get a few pokes at the fact that I had to shave my legs, along with everything else. Being as young as they are, Dennis and Min-Jae find it amusing, and I think I appreciate their attempts to lighten the mood.

Once it’s all done, almost twelve hours later, I reach toward the sky, and the halo that’s been spinning up high begins to float down, finding itself just above my head. There’s a decent amount of mana in it as I reach in and compress it further until it blinks and turns black.

Even though I purposely avoid using black mana or relying on it, it doesn’t feel like I’ve gotten out of practice. It fights me for control of all the gathered mana, and I fight to keep it for myself.

I guide it to expand, and though it is not all that obvious to normal vision, I can see it with my enhanced eyes. I watch how it begins to devour all the surrounding mana, drawing it under its control with ease.

Not once have I found it weird that it can do so, not even as I learned more about the Black Mana God. It was just his energy, a force that just happened to be extremely rare and left him one of the weaker gods for it.

At least until the system took it, used it as inspiration, and after the contract with the Black Mana God, made a lesser version of it, using that to spread by gifting people mana hearts and awakening their planets. It makes sense that this original version would carry such complete dominion over all mana. Yet, in the end, even that wasn’t enough, even as the Black Mana God became a godking, presumably one of the most powerful among them, growing stronger the more the system spread mana.

That is why I don’t want to rely on it. I’ll use it when needed for a simple reason: because I can. But I think I’ll make my own way by taking control of normal mana without relying on the fragments of a dead god.

The longer that black halo spins, the more mana it gathers from further away. It pulls mana from the members of group 4 other than Lily and Dennis, as I refuse to let it touch them. It pulls mana from the attendees around us, and some of them start getting scared. A few even try to attack, but they get pummeled down by the members of group 4 surrounding me.

The halo pulls even more mana from the corporations nearby, totally draining some of the ships’ batteries. Of course, there are some attendees and some ships that do manage to defend themselves and keep their mana, but I don’t push them.

When it feels like I have the right amount, the black halo stops spinning, but within, an immense force is fighting against me, wrestling to stop me from taking over, but I just continue to push. It shrinks back a little to its usual size and begins to blink between black and dark blue a few times until it stabilizes.

Then, it floats lower and lands on top of my head, exactly in between the sets of inscriptions we’ve drawn there. From there, all my inscriptions begin to light up, and mana floods into my body.

At that point, Lily steps ahead and stabs my left arm with two syringes: one with the purified wyvern blood and the other with the Empyrean ichor.

I slide into thought acceleration at the same moment as I use the token to strengthen my Mana Vessel to the second stage.
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